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In the beginning God was the heaven and the earth, and all other things besides. The universe was formless and without law, and God was an infinite point containing all that existed.

And then came an explosion, and the infinite point became all of existence, and it was called the universe. And in the first instant all laws and all rules there were to forever be were written in the mind of God. And what was written in the mind of God became true for all things, for God was all things, and all things were God. And this was the only act ever carried out by God, in the name of God, yet all other acts are of God. And it was all rational.

And then God began to expand, and to cool, and energy was separated from energy. Some of the energy became matter, and some antimatter, and these annihilated, and matter remained. And other energy became other things as well. And it was rational.

And then the matter gathered together and became particles. Fundamental particles were formed, and these gathered together to make bigger particles. Leptons and quarks formed and quarks became baryons and mesons.

Then the particles combined to form atoms and elements according to their various kinds. Protons and electrons and neutrons became hydrogen or helium according to their kind. And it was rational.

And then the hydrogen gathered together into clumps, and the clumps became hot, so that hydrogen fused into helium. And much heat was produced, and there was light. Great lights filled the universe, and these were the stars. And it was rational.

And then some stars began to die. The stars that died were those that burned their hydrogen fastest, and then they exploded. And when the stars died their particles reformed into heavy elements according to their kind. And these gathered together to make planets. Many planets formed in different places according to their kind. And it was rational.

And then the elements gathered together to make organic matter according to their kind. Carbon, hydrogen, oxygen, and nitrogen all were part of organic matter, and some other elements were part of it too. And organic matter was fruitful and multiplied itself. And the organic matter gathered together to make organisms according to their kind. The organism were fruitful and multiplied. Organisms evolved into bigger organisms, and those that were best were able to be the most fruitful, so that they became plentiful. And the seas and the lands of some planets teemed with life.

Then there appeared on a planet organisms that were very wise. The wise creatures could use tools, and make tools, and they spoke so that others could know, and they were thinkers and doers of great deeds, and architects of their environments.

The minds of these wise organisms formed in the image of God, for their minds were able to understand the laws set forth by God in the first instant.  

 The wise creatures were very successful creatures because they could survive through the skill of their minds, and so they were very fruitful, and multiplied to great numbers. And they went forth to rule over their world.

Of all the things in the universe, all once began in the infinite God, and all are part of God still. And of all things that God had become so far, Life was the most grand, for it grew and expanded itself, and transformed worlds to suit its needs, and evolved to understand the workings of God. And it was all rational, for it all followed the law of God.
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Thus in one part of the heavens there formed a planet called Earth.

The Earth formed from matter that gathered around a newborn star. The star was called the Sun. When it formed the Earth was covered in fire and ash from the heat of its creation, and no life lived there, save perhaps the small creatures of the deep waters.

This is the account of the wise creatures of the Earth.

When the universe was already many thousands of thousands of thousands of years old, and the Earth was very old too, and was already full of life, and great beasts walked the Earth, and fish filled the seas, and birds filled the air, and all manner of plants grew over its surface, then there appeared a wise creature called Human.

Now the Human first appeared in the east of Africa. Many kinds of plants grew there that were pleasing to the eye and good for food. Animals there too could be hunted, and they were good for food, and their hide for clothing.

The first Human descended from the Ape-Man, who was not as wise. The Ape-Men that were wisest knew how to use tools, and this helped them hunt and gather food from the land. And the apes who could make tools the best were best at harvesting the land, and so they lived when the less wise died. And the wise creatures taught their progeny to use tools, so that only the Ape-Men that could use tools were left alive. And this happened for many generations, so that wise creatures beget wiser creatures. And Ape-Man learned to make better tools, and walk upright, and speak, and so became Human.

The Human who lived in Africa hunted using spears, and cooked with fire so that meat was good to eat. And Human gathered fruits and berries from the plants to eat too. And the game and the fruits were plentiful and good to eat.

It was not good for Human to be alone. So Human formed tribes, and members of the tribe helped each other.

Human living in Africa wore little clothing, for it was warm, and the wise minds created much heat for the body to dispose.
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Now the Humans lived in Africa for many thousands of years. The plants of this land gave fruit which was good to eat and pleasing to the eye. And the beasts were plentiful, and the Human prospered.

Now the people living in Africa said to themselves, “we should never leave this place, for it is filled with fruit, and beasts to hunt, and good water, and the sun warms us. We know of all things and we know of the mind of God, and there is nothing we need that we do not have. If we were to leave we would surely die.”

But others looked down on their fellows who spoke this way, and said unto them “Cursed are you, for you think you know God and all things when you stand only in the east of Africa. By staying you shun all the universe and all that is God. You do not reach out your hand like a Human. You are content to crawl on your belly like a serpent all of your days, and to live in the dirt.”

And the people spoken to in this way were frightened, and said, “if we leave we will be cursed, for the ground there is harsh, and will produce only thorns and thistles, and only through painful toil will we eat until we return to the ground as dust.”

But others ignored this deception, and went forth from the east of Africa to taste the fruit of the world. And the eyes of the Humans were opened, and they gained great wisdom, so that they might find food that was good to eat and pleasing to the eye in the harsh lands. Humans went forth to the deserts and jungles and ice covered lands of the Earth.

The Humans made garments of animal hide for themselves, and covered their bodies for warmth in the cold lands. And the Humans said, “we have gained knowledge by exploration and challenge, and so our spirits are now greater than those who shy from the world, and we have become closer to God.” And the Humans spread across the Earth, and in so doing became a greater branch of the tree of life.
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In the harsh parts of the Earth there lived two species of hominids. The older species was named Human, who had come from Africa, and the younger species was called Neanderthal, who also evolved from Ape-Man like the Human, such that the two shared a parent and were thus as brothers.

Now Neanderthal were shepherds who kept flocks, and Humans were farmers who worked the soil. In the course of time Humans brought forth harvests from their land. But Neanderthals brought forth great portions from their flocks. Neanderthals were favored with many healthy children they provided for, because they had evolved for their pastoral life. But Humans were not favored, for they had not evolved to live in one place and harvest the same land each year, and so had disease and unhealthy children. So Humans were very angry, and their faces were downcast.

The Humans and Neanderthals lived close by, and traded and spoke and could marry amongst each other when they desired, but Humans were still angry because they felt their agriculture should be more favored.

So Humans said, “let us go out to the fields where the Neanderthals abide.” And while they were in the fields the Humans attacked and killed the Neanderthals.

Then the Humans saw the blood spilled upon the ground. And they cried out in sorrow. And the Humans knew then that life is from God and of God and should not be extinguished by the hand of Humans. Then the Humans felt great sorrow, and cried out, “what have I done? Sin has taken me, for these fellows are gone by my hand.”

And the Humans said, “curse be upon me, for they were unto like my brother, and I am my brother’s keeper. I am not worthy to harvest the bounty of the Earth and to be favored.”
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When the Humans left Africa they increased in number and spread out to all corners of the Earth. In those days there was much tumult on the Earth. Ice ages brought glaciers and drought, and made food scarce and increased the Human’s burdens. Volcanoes opened up the wellsprings of heat from deep within the Earth, and asteroids descended from the floodgates of heaven, and these too brought rain or drought, days of darkness or days of cold.

Some Humans thought this was punishment for their sin of killing. Others thought all Humans corrupted and deserving of punishment, and wished for an end to all peoples on Earth. But none knew for certain, because in those days they did not know the mind of God as well. And many Humans died, and the multitudes decreased, but those that survived were stronger for their ordeal, and when the darkness and the cold and the droughts ended they prospered and multiplied once more.
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When all the tumult was done, and the climate of Earth calmed, the Humans remained scattered over the face of the Earth. They found good places to settle, near rivers where water could be had for drinking and for the growing of crop. And the people settled in great numbers, and multiplied.

They said to each other, “come, let us make bricks and bake them thoroughly, and build ourselves a city.” They used brick instead of stone, and tar for mortar, and built great towers and monuments to the heavens. And when they saw what they had built, they knew that when they worked together, and spoke not in disdain or assertion but in a way that all could understand, than nothing that they planned would be impossible for them.

But this was not always true, because Humans still often spoke without thought, or acted with wickedness, or failed to see far in their plans. So towers and monuments fell and crumbled, and cities burned and civilizations become ruin. But always Humans remained to build anew. Such was the lot of the Humans on Earth.

 

 


“Did you write this?” I asked. She just stared at me, the way she always did.

I leaned against the bars, holding out the sheaf of little notepad paper. “It’s really good,” I said. She just continued to stare, and I tried to stare back.

She sat on a bench on the far side of the cell. I don’t know what the cells were before, when this building was first built. It sort of seemed like a hotel to me, with the rooms now subdivided into overly long cells, with doorways that were now doors of bars that could see into the room but did not always give a line of sight to the entire cell. That was my theory, but I was not certain. The design implied multiple people would be held in each cell, but this place was below capacity, and most of the time cells had single occupants.

“Where did you get that?” she asked.

“I found it in the trash, in the bathroom.”

“You were in the women’s bathroom?”

“I was sweeping through it, after lock down, like I always do.”

“And you decided to go through the trash?”

I stuttered, flustered by her defensiveness. “I just saw it and wondered what it was.”

“It sounds blasphemous to me. What makes you think I wrote it?”

“I always see you writing on that little notepad they give out.”

“A lot of girls write on those.”

“Not like you do. This is a lot, you’ve got several pages here.”

“You plan to turn in whoever wrote it? Get them moved to the isolation wing?”

“No, I’m just wondering. I was,” again I stuttered. I had not meant anything accusatory with my question and struggled now to not be defensive myself. “I was wondering why you threw it away. It’s really good. I think anyway.”

“Well I didn’t write it and I don’t know who did, but it sounds blasphemous. You should figure out who wrote it so you can move them to isolation and do whatever creepy things you guys do over in that wing.”

“They don’t do creepy things over there, and I’m not going to turn you in. Are you sure you didn’t write it?”

“Yes. Now are you going to accuse me of anything else, it’s passed lights out.”

“You’re absolutely certain?”

“Yes!”

“Do you know who did write it?”

“No I don’t, and I wouldn’t tell you if I did.”

“Even if I promise not to turn them in or anything?”

“No matter what, but it doesn’t matter because I don’t know who wrote it.”

“And it wasn’t you?”

“Definitely.”

“Well okay. I’ll tell you what. I’m gonna keep this here with me.” I unzipped the pocket on the leg of my cargo pant and stuffed the sheaf of looseleaf in.

“Why?”

“Because I think it’s good, and shouldn’t be thrown away. So I’ll just keep it here and if you, or whoever wrote it, if you decide you ever want it back, you just let me know, okay.” I waited for a reply.

“Okay,” she said at last.

“Okay. And if you, or whoever, if you write any more, let me know, and I’ll keep it safe here with the rest, okay?”

Again a long pause. “Okay.”

“Alright then, I won’t keep you up any longer. Good night, Kris.”

She said nothing more, and I turned and started to walk away down the bright lit hall, my eyes struggling after staring into her dark room.

“Greg?” she called behind me. I turned to look over my shoulder. “Thank you,” she mouthed, barely audible.

I gave a single nod, then walked away.

*     *     *

In the locker room the Fischer brothers were waiting for me. They always gave me a ride home in the back of their decaying pickup. It was on the way for them, so they insisted it was all good, I didn’t need to pay or anything, but I always felt bad about it. They said I did pay because I stayed in uniform on the way and kept my rifle with me. They said it made them feel safer.

Still, I felt like I was mooching. They would never accept gas money, so instead I bought a jerry can and every other week walked down to fill it with gasoline. I never said anything, I just carried it with me and left it in the back of their truck. They never said anything either, just left the empty can there the next day for me to claim. This little ritual had gone on for the couple months I had worked this job without any of us acknowledging it aloud.

Since I rode with them in uniform I did not have to change, so we headed straight out. It seemed like it might be against the rules for me to stay in my guard uniform and carry my rifle with me off the prison premise, but others did it as well and nobody ever commented on it. Outside, on a crisp autumn evening, I walked behind the two tall, lanky boys with an automatic rifle slung over my back, across the deserted parking lot to their truck.

It was an old truck, not even possessing the basic processor capability that would have allowed for an autonomous add-on package. It was grandfathered in to any number of exceptions to car manufacturer regulations, which in fact did not apply in the state of Ohio anyway. I jumped in the back and we took off.

The brothers lived way out, in some community that, I got the impression, was not even serviced by the city anymore. I had heard that some suburbs no longer even had electricity, but when I asked about it the brothers confirmed they did. I got the impression it was self-generated, from some neighbor with solar cells on the roof or something, but I did not press further. It seemed like maybe they were supporting the whole community out there with their paychecks. It seemed crazy to me but I kept hearing about people doing stuff like that. I did not ask them about it though because I thought they might be embarrassed.

We bumped along various pot-holed frontage roads all the way to my place. They dropped me off at the end of the street, at a half boarded up strip mall, and I reclaimed my jerry can, told them good night, and walked the rest of the way home.

Home itself was a duplex. Like most houses here it was not built or zoned as a duplex, but that’s what it was. Or perhaps more a pentaplex. I rented some rooms from this older, retired couple who owned the place. My room itself was the former garage, converted into a sort of bachelor pad living room now, with concrete floors and exposed insulation taped up to all the walls, including the brick wall that had replaced the former garage door. An area rug concealed the bare concrete floor, while a little kitchenette occupied a corner with utility outlets once reserved for a washer and dryer.

I also had the room above the garage, formerly the master bedroom. Its door to the upstairs hallway, like the garage door into the house, was blocked off by furniture on the other side. The former master bed/bath were accessed now by a folding stairway, more a ladder I suppose, installed in a hole cut in the garage ceiling.

I called the place a pentaplex because beside myself, and Maggie and Jim, the couple who actually owned the place and lived in the guest bedroom, there was also a couple renting out the basement and yet another renting what was called the guest house. I think they called it the guest house for legal reasons, it was more a roofed over patio, stuffed with insulation like the garage, situated out back. There was also the deadbeat son of this third couple living in an RV eternally parked in the front driveway. All of them except me and the RV deadbeat had to make use of the facilities on the main floor of the house, which combined with my odd hours meant they all saw each other far more than any of them saw me.

The whole place was dark and quiet when I arrived home. I let myself in through the garage’s side door, then sprawled out on my futon. I had a television connected to the house’s wireless network, but I felt bad about using up bandwidth so the thing stayed dormant for weeks at a time. Instead I pulled the sheaf of paper out of my pocked again and read it over once more.

I wished Kris had written more. I felt like there might be an alternate Noah story coming, and I wondered where else she might go with all this. I put down the paper and instead found myself wondering about a God that was expanding right now in all directions at near the speed of light, and that was everywhere and all things, and I wondered what such a God might think of me.

*     *     *

Often during the day I meandered over to the front of the house to visit with Maggie and Jim. I might have thought they would be bitter at the housing arrangement they had, which I could not imagine was how they wanted to spend their retirement years, having to supplement social security with this elaborate subdivided rental scheme. Nevertheless they were always smiles and hugs when I came over.

I could have spared them another renter and gone to live with the Fischer brothers had I wanted. The brothers had invited me to join their neighborhood church, which I believe was code for coming to live in their little community of squatters, which would not have been so bad since I already car-pooled with them.

I stayed where I was though because I worried about my landlords, their health and their finances and how the two intertwined. That was what prompted my visits.

Maggie had invited me to join their church as well. Since I was already living with them I did not know what this was code for. After awhile I came to suspect she really just wanted me to come to their church, which I knew nothing about.

As I was walking around the house I ran into Lucas, fussing around with the sewage drain on his dead, immobile RV. He glanced at me, then looked away, and I considered just moving on myself.

“Hey man,” I said without getting an acknowledgment. “You need some help with that?”

I was not quite certain what he was doing, but it seemed like an effort to drain the septic tank of the RV into the storm drain by the curve, a task made difficult by a stuck valve on the drain hose and a shortage of hose length.

“It’s,” he pulled on the hose to no avail. “No, I’m fine.”

I stood watching him struggle. “So um, you know, I know Maggie and Jim would never say anything about this, but, um,” I hesitated, wishing I had never started this sentence. “Are you still paying them rent?”

“Hmm?”

“They didn’t say anything to me, but they let it slip, and it sounded like you’re a few months behind.”

“So what do you care?”

“Well,” I glanced toward the house. “Because I like them and I don’t want anybody taking advantage of them. Also,” I stopped and watched him for a second. “What the heck are you doing?”

“I’m trying to empty the stupid septic tank.”

“Isn’t dumping sewage here illegal?”

“Whatever. The fucking valves on the house are broken, what am I suppose to do? What the fuck am I paying rent for here, I don’t go in the house, I don’t use their electricity, I’m not even hooked up to the water lines anymore because of this fucking piece of shit.”

“You are on their property, and they are on a fixed income.”

“What the fuck ever.”

I considered taking it further but decided to drop things for now and headed around to the front door.

None of the others were home during the day, so I jumped a little in surprise when I strolled into the dining room to find a whole crowd around the table. In addition to my landlords there were three men in heavy coats. All of them jumped too as I entered, and then we all stared at each other.

“Oh, um, Greg,” Maggie said. “I’m sorry, I forgot that Greg usually comes over on Mondays.”

The three men all turned from me to stare at her. The ensuing pause continued long enough to become awkward.

“Um, yeah,” I said. “If this is a bad time . . .”

“Oh, no, no,” Maggie got to her feet and shuffled over to the kitchen. “I’m just running a little behind. Lunch ‘ll be ready in a few minutes.”

Most days she had homemade bread and soup on when I came over, though today the kitchen was cold in the wan autumn light. Like with the Fischer brothers she insisted I did not need to pitch in, forcing me to invent ways to do so, like buying stuff from the corner foodmart under the pretense of wanting to try something different in her soup, a move I always worried might have just offended her even though I kept doing it.

The vibe standing there today was totally different, a new form of awkward.

One of the heavy coated men at last turned to Jim. “Can he be trusted?”

“Well that’s an ominous question to ask in my presence,” I said. Apropos of the question though they all ignored me, staring at their host instead. One of them let his coat fall away, giving me an, I imagine intentional, peak at the sidearm tucked into his belt. I thought of my rifle that I always brought home from work, stashed away in my room.

“Oh,” Jim started but hesitated.

Another of the men, this one with a close crop goatee, started speaking to nobody in particular. “This was suppose to be a safe house. There wasn’t suppose to be anybody else here.”

“Greg,” Jim glanced at me, “is usually asleep during the day.”

“I work graveyard shift,” I said, as if it mattered.

“Where do you work graveyard shift?” the third man, with a slight Hispanic accent, asked.

“Spiderhead.”

“Spiderhead? Fuck! You gotta be fucking kidding me.”

Amid this outburst I was distracted and so did not realize until too late that the first man, the clean-shaven one, had leapt to his feet and drawn a gun. I raised my hands as he brandished it at me.

“What the fuck?” he said.

Jim was standing now too, stammering and gesturing for the man to sit down. Maggie came bustling back in from the kitchen, holding up her own arms to gesture for all of us to stop.

“What the fuck?” the clean-shaven man said again. “You got a goddamn GSA agent living in this house? This isn’t a fucking safe house, it’s a fucking trap!”

The other two were on their feet as well, pistols drawn, but looking around at the other entrances as if a security team was about to kick in all the doors.

“Guys, guys,” I said in a sort of autopilot, stream of conscious way, any higher thought process now shut down in terror. “I’m not a global security agent.”

“Fuck you you’re not. You work at their goddamn prison camp. What are you, a fucking informant? A fucking rollover?”

“No, no, I’m just a security guard. I don’t know anything.”

“Fucking A, he’s a goddamn Nationalist is what he is,” the goattee man said without turning to me. “We gotta get out of here. Now.”

“We can’t leave until it’s fucking dark,” the clean-shaved one said. “We’re fucked.”

“Guys, guys, I don’t know anything.” This was sort of a nonsensical thing for me to say but my rational mind was still several steps behind in the conversation. “I’m not,” I glanced at Jim and Maggie, who looked as terrified as me. “I’m just a security guard.”

“Shut the fuck up!”

“He’s a fucking Nationalist,” the Hispanic man said. “We are so fucked.”

“I’m not a Nationalist!”

“Fuck you, you think we’re fucking stupid.”

“I’m not!”

‘How the fuck you get a government job you’re not a fucking Nationalist?”

“I’m a veteran. I got this job through the VA.”

This at last seemed to help my cause. All of them relaxed their firing stances a little and shot me different looks. “You serve recently?”

I stared at the clean-shaven man while my mind tried to process this. “No, no. I was in Korea, during reunification.”

“You see combat?”

“No, no, I was an Army medic.” I hesitated and glanced around again. “I mostly filled out paperwork.”

There was another pause, the tension still palpable. The goatee man looked over at Jim. “Do you trust him?”

Jim just nodded. “We invited him to our church group,” Maggie said. “He was going to start coming.”

“Is that true?”

Though I had never committed to showing up I found myself nodding.

“Fuck,” said the clean-shaven man. “Alright, come on, sit down, if you’re here you might as well be in on this.”

“Is that really a good idea?” the Hispanic man asked.

“You got a better one? It’s too risky to kill him and if we send him away he’ll probably roll us as soon as he’s out of sight.”

“We could tie him up.”

“Same fucking problem. If these folks were gonna bring him in then let’s just fucking bring him in.”

Since one of the alternatives put out there was killing me I decided to seize the initiative on a different option and took a seat at the table.

“You guys are, you’re separatists aren’t you?”

“We’re fucking freedom fighters,” the goatee man said as they all sat back down as well. “Anybody paying attention knows that.”

“Let me guess,” clean-shaven said, “you don’t watch much news.”

It sounded like an accusation, making me hesitant to respond. “Well no, not a lot.”

“It’s just as well. Unless you seek out some alternate site or something. The news streams are just fucking propaganda at this point.”

“Is this another conspiracy theory?” Jim asked.

“It’s not a conspiracy, it’s right out in the open. News streams are afraid of lawsuits, the Justice Department can bring frivolous libel suits against criticism of the government. Even if they’re just nuisance lawsuits it affects their bottom line, better to just not report anything that government doesn’t want people to hear.”

“So what doesn’t the government want us to hear?” I asked.

A series of glances were exchanged among the freedom fighters, before the clean-shaven one took a deep sigh as he turned to me. “The war in Asia is not going as well as the Pentagon claims.”

“How so?”

“The Chinese air force has not been defeated. In fact they have air and space superiority at this point. The whole thing about Beijing falling, that’s an exaggeration at best. The forces fighting for control of the city got cut off and surrounded and have now surrendered.”

“Have they really used nuclear weapons?”

“Yes. Both sides have deployed tactical fission warheads. So far nobody has launched any strategic weapons. You’ll know if that happens.”

“They have started using other unconventional weapons though,” the goatee man said. “This isn’t confirmed yet, but there have been reports that the US Army has released a biological weapon. Some kind of genetically engineered virus that messes up your nerve endings and causes spontaneous cancers or some sick shit like that, supposedly it only affects Asian people somehow.”

“So if the government is covering this up how do you know about it?” I asked.

“It’s not a cover up!” the Hispanic man almost shouted. “All of this is right out there for anybody who wants to see, you can read about all of it on international news streams. BBCnet or the mirrored al-Jazeera sites or the xnet if you can get to that. For that matter it’s on Net-free New York which you can hear on fucking radio broadcasts if you want.”

“So what does this all mean?” Jim asked.

“It means the war is lost,” clean-shaven said. “America is not going to last much longer.”

“Really?” I was taken aback by this.

“Does this mean the Chinese will be invading?” Jim asked.

“No, no,” the goatee man said. “There’s no threat of that, but it doesn’t matter, the war is about to come home in a very real way. There’s probably going to be serious inflation, worse than last summer, and more price freezes, rationing, shortages . . . economic disaster. And everybody who’s fucking fed up with the Nationalists and this dumbass administration is going to start making their move.”

“Are you sure about this?” As he went on I was starting to find this more and more far fetched.

“Dude, are you fucking listening? The United States is losing the war! New England has already basically declared independence in everything but name. They withdrew their congressional delegations, they’re pretending like the federal government doesn’t exist anymore, and soon enough they won’t have to pretend.”

“Look, man,” the Hispanic accent guy said. “You can believe us or not, we don’t care, but at some point soon we’re all gonna face this reality. For Christ’s sake we’re hiding from the fucking Gestapo secret police global security agency. In fucking Ohio, we’re hiding because if we get arrested we’ll just disappear into some ‘deportation’ camp or ‘terrorist’ prison facility. Well fuck, you know, you work at Spiderhead, you’ve seen what they do.”

“I, uh,” I struggled to suppress my stutter. “I really haven’t seen anything.”

They all exchanged glances again. “Where did you say you work?”

“Spiderhead. I’m a security guard in the non-violent offender wing.”

“And you honestly don’t know what goes on there?”

“Well, I mean, I’ve only been there a couple months.”

“Dude.”

“Look,” the goatee man said. “Whatever. You’ll find out soon enough. Or you won’t, if you don’t want to know, but fucking open your eyes man. America is no longer the land of the free. If you believe in freedom and liberty and justice than America is not something worth fighting for anymore, it’s something you have to fight against, you . . .”

A mobile in the coat pocked of the clean-shaven man started giving off a low volume chirp that had all of us looking at him.

He got it out, stared at it, then stood as he answered a call, half walking away from the table. “Yeah . . . yeah . . . no . . . no, seriously . . . fuck!” All of us just kept staring. He seemed about to take the call to another room yet never managed to move far enough. “Okay, that’s it then.”

He stuffed the mobile back in a pocked as he turned to us. “We’re fucked.”

“What happened?”

“They got a tipoff about the pick up. It’s all off. We gotta get out of here.”

“What happened to waiting for nightfall?”

“Dude, the pick up is off! We have to get across state lines, like, now!”

“What about the,” the Hispanic man gestured in a vague direction, “the package?”

“It’s fine where it is. We’ll work something out later. Come on, come on.”

He roused his compatriots to their feet. “Mr. and Mrs. Shirer, thank you so much for your hospitality. What’s the best way to leave?”

“Oh, uh, the same way you came in,” Maggie said. “The alley gate, just head down . . .”

“Got it, thank you.” Already they were moving to the rear door. As the others headed out the clean-shaven man pointed right at me. “You. Find out what you’re really guarding at work, and remember what we said. And if anybody asks we were never here.”

With that they left. We got up to move to the kitchen window, watching them rush across the backyard and out the alley gate.

At last, when everything had settled into a solemn grey silence, Maggie and Jim both turned to look at me.

“So, uh,” I said, “do you guys mind if I use your wireless?”

*     *     *

The television I owned was old. It lacked any kind of built-in router, so I had bought one at the flea market that occurred each weekend at an abandoned office building down the block. The router itself was also old and temperamental. All of this was back when I paid for my own internet access, before the intermittent connection drops became so frequent I decided it was no longer worth the money, and before I decided it wasn’t right to mooch off of my landlord’s internet.

Standing in front of it I turned on this television for the first time in weeks. With my cancelling of my own internet service I had gotten rid of all the subscriptions I once had. Instead I tried the free news streams.

The first one I went to was called ‘drekker.’ It was the one I always saw on at the convenience store or playing on the television in the lobby at work. Its free, high quality stream was paid for with wanton advertising in its stories and some kind of government grant.

‘Liberal mainstream media tries to discredit war effort with fake report of US biological weapons’ read the bold lettered banner. The actual video showed a man talking, but the volume was down and I was struggling to sync up my mobile with the TV to control the sound.

Instead I used the side buttons to flip to a different news stream. BartholomewNet was another popular one, or at least one I had heard mentioned somewhere. It was more typical of the free streams, not much of a stream at all in fact, just an inert series of links like an older generation website, with the occasional embedded video clip that was incompatible with the device I was trying to view it on.

The top story, or at least the top left biggest headline story, was about the secessionists. ‘Secessionist San Francisco Outlaws Christianity.’ At that point my mobile at last connected, and I was able to scroll down. The smaller print headlines on the right were a series of stories related to what sounded like an epidemic of alien abductions across Texas and the southeast. These included bits about the aliens being in league somehow with the secessionists, messing with military flights and radar to hamper the war effort, as well as stories about aliens abducting women and performing forcible abortions. Interspersed with these were a few stories about US Marines enforcing martial law in southern California and capturing celebrities who had thrown in with the secessionists. These came complete with disheveled mug shots and gratuitous pictures of arrests, all of them obviously computer-generated fakes.

I didn’t know what to make of any of it and instead searched through some links until I found an embedded video I could load, with a headline about biological weapons being used in China.

A blonde woman standing in a nondescript room appeared on screen. “Pentagon officials say that the viral outbreak is not linked to any US program but may instead have resulted from the accidental release of biological warfare agents from a Russian facility. According to Pentagon sources the GSA is now in possession of Russian documents, seized from the battlefield, outlining the development of a viral agent with similar properties to the Genetic Toxin Virus. Our sources, who spoke on condition of anonymity, say that a vaccine is currently being developed . . .”

I stopped the video as the image started to get choppy and pixilated. Instead, after struggling with my mobile for a bit, I managed to get to an internet search function. I typed in ‘BBC’ and was taken to the bbcnet free news stream.

The main feed showed a city skyline at night, lit by fires, interspersed with shots of destroyed cars and buildings, and narrated over in a jarring juxtaposition by someone with a calm British accent.

“Rioting continued for the third consecutive night in Mexico City following the outbreak here of the so-called Red Mask virus, known locally as Marchitar. Government officials condemned the US, whom they claim released the virus, officially known as the Genetic Toxin Virus, as part of the ongoing conflict in east Asia, and called upon the international community to speed up production of an antiviral  . . .”

While listening I started to peruse the secondary feeds and now selected one. It showed footage of emaciated people gingerly making their way onto a large truck. It seemed to be a live stream I was joining mid-stream. “Reports from Tehran say this is the fifth such facility that has been discovered since the American withdrawal. International aid workers are calling the facilities ‘death camps’ and report they are unearthing mass graves in addition to the severely malnourished prisoners freed from these facilities. According to the International Red Cross the ghastly scenes here are similar to the so-called American ‘deportation camps’ discovered last month in South Sudan.”

I pulled up the sidebar and scrolled through some of the other feeds hoping to find more, but again discovered this news stream lacking a lot of the nice features of the big name ones. There were no ‘more info’ or ‘related stories’ links, just a big list of feeds and reports in no particular order.

‘EU to officially recognize secessionist Free Pacific States’ was the title of one report. ‘Secessionists levy taxes, including on churches’ read another. ‘White House threatens retaliation against EU, will not rule out military option.’ ‘Global Security Agency denies NGOs access to prisons set up for captured secessionists, denies charges of war crimes.’

I clicked on that last one, but found it was a text only report that said nothing more than what was already in the headline. I started thinking about my own job, drifting off into a daydream and tuning out the television. By the time I realized it had defaulted back to the main feed, where another British accent was discussing a new series of rationing going in to effect in the UK following the latest increase in oil prices, and speculating whether or not this would at last be the downfall of the conservative-independence coalition government there.

I turned off the television and realized how late it had gotten. I climbed up my ladder to the bedroom, peaked outside at the gloomy clouds, then started getting ready for work.
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This is the account of the evolution of the universe, and all that is God.

When the universe was formed, there was only God.

God beget Energy.

Energy beget Matter.

Matter beget Life.

Life beget Mind.

Mind beget god.

Thus the mind of Humans was created in the image of God, for God is the essence on reason, and the mind of Humans is capable of understanding reason.

And the humans who lived on Earth worshiped many gods. And none were the true god, though all were true, for all were part of God. All the gods the Humans worshiped were good, for they all allowed Humans to know a true part of God. But none were the true God, for God is all the universe and all things, so to know God would be to know all things.

The Humans who sought God are like the three blind men who happen upon the elephant. The first blind man feels the trunk and declares the elephant a snake. The second blind man feels the leg and declares the elephant a tree. The third blind man feels the ear and declares the elephant a palm leaf. All speak the truth, but only in parts.

No Human ever knew all of God, for no human ever knew all the universe. But to seek knowledge of the universe, of its myriad ways and of all its laws, written in the mind of God in the first instant, is to seek God. And this is the most divine of all, for the Mind was created in the image of the mind of God, and was meant to know and to understand the universe that is God.
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When the Humans on Earth began to increase in numbers, and had learned by reaching out their hand to the world, and had made many gods that they might understand the universe, and had begun to grow food from the ground and to live in one place rather than wander the Earth, they at last began to write things down. And so was born the civilizations of Humans.

Many civilizations rose and fell on the Earth, and each had its different culture and religion and knowledge, but none could last, for all things in this universe end.

In the land of ancient Greece a great civilization arose, and the people there sought to understand the mind of God using reason, which is the language of God, and so where others could not understand God, they understood more than most. And great philosophers and thinkers were born in that time.

Thus from within God there came a promise to the Humans. They would be made a great species, and all those who embraced reason would be blessed, and those who denied reason would be cursed, and all the generations would be blessed through them. And seeing the powers of reason the ancient thinkers looked out in all directions and realized all that they could see could be there’s.
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These are some of the laws of God as learned by Humans:

All objects in motion shalt stay in motion, and likewise all at rest shall stay in rest, lest they are acted upon by forces outside themselves.

Acceleration shall be proportional to force, inversely so to mass.

For all actions there shall be a reaction of equal magnitude and opposite direction.

There shall be, between all objects, a gravitational attraction, proportional to their masses, inversely so to the squared distance between.

Energy shall not be created, nor shall it be destroyed, though it may infinitely change forms.

Energy shall always flow from greater to lesser concentration when left to its own means, and thus entropy shall always increase.

Momentum within a system that is closed to outside force shall never be increased nor decreased.

In the mind of God it sayeth the following: that the electrical flux through enclosed volumes shall be proportional to the charge within; that the sum of the magnetic flux through enclosed volumes shalt always be none; that the voltage induced within a loop shall be proportional to the change of the magnetic field within and likewise the magnetic field induced within a loop shall be proportional to the change of the electric field within. And with that there was light!
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Then the great thinkers began to say that all problems could be solved through the mind of God. But when they said this the people laughed, for they did not believe all problems could be solved and the world made perfect. And great thinkers took it upon themselves to create this perfect world, and reason solved many problems. But the knowledge found through reason was like the stars in the sky, and noone could count them all.

The great thinkers sought ways for all the Humans to live together. They created governments to rule wisely and laws to administer justly and philosophies to guide all the peoples.

But no such system of Humans was ever perfect, and in time all failed, and the people lamented the failures and forgot the successes, and in time all such things passed. And so it was that reason written in the mind of God remained childless and barren, unable to produce in the world of material the perfection envisioned in the world of concept.

Hope was not lost though, for though reason and rationality seemed to die in dark ages, always was it reborn again, and so in this way did the reason and knowledge of the great thinkers produce offspring too numerous to count, and the ideas of the ancients was passed down through the ages.
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This is the chronicle of the civilizations of Earth.

 

In Mesopotamia the Akkadian Empire formed and ruled for one-hundred eighty years before breaking apart. It was succeeded by the Assyrian and Babylonian Empires.

The Empire of Babylon reigned for three hundred years and produced the ruler Hammurabi known for one of the first codes of law. Babylon was absorbed by the Assyrians.

The Assyrian Empire reigned for fifteen hundred years in various forms, and conquered and lost much land throughout its life, and after its land was ruled by the Persians, the Seleucids, the Parthians, and the Romans.

 

In China the first civilization arose around the Yangtze and Yellow Rivers. Rulers here established the Xia dynasty, which lasted for four-hundred years and begot the Shang dynasty.

The Shang dynasty lasted six-hundred years and begot the Zhou dynasty.

The Zhou dynasty lasted for six-hundred years and declared a mandate of heaven as their interpretation of the mind of God that legitimized their rule. Following the Zhou there was a period of warring states that lasted for two-hundred years.

The chaos begot a new ruler who united the warring states and created the Qin dynasty, the first of Imperial China. The Qin begat the Han dynasty, who begat the Jin dynasty, who begat the Sui dynasty, who begat the Tang dynasty, who begat the Song dynasty, who begat the Yuan dynasty, who begat the Ming dynasty, who begat the Qing dynasty. All together Imperial China ruled for twenty-one hundred years.

 

In Mesoamerica the first civilization to emerge was the Olmec. They made impressive stone monuments and statues and reigned for a thousand years before disappearing.

This begat the Mayan civilizations. The Mayans ruled for eleven-hundred years and built great temples and mighty ziggurats before collapsing.

This begat the Toltec civilization, which emerged in the highlands of Mexico and reigned for three hundred years.

The Toltec civilization begat the Aztec civilization, which reigned for two hundred years and created great works of art before being conquered by European explorers.

 

In the Mediterranean the Egyptian civilization rose first and ruled the lower Nile for millennia before a long decline and conquest by the Greeks. In Greece the first civilization was the Mycenaeans, who reigned for five hundred years before being lost in the Bronze Age collapse.

After the collapse the Phoenicians emerged. They traveled much by sea and made many colonies in the Mediterranean.

A new civilization emerged in Greece at this time as well. This was the time of the great thinkers and democracy that created a golden age for Greek civilization that lasted two hundred years. This begot Hellenistic Greece, which conquered much land under Alexander the Great, then collapsed. Greece declined and was conquered by the Roman Empire.

The Roman Empire formed from a Greek colony in Italy. It conquered much land and ruled for twelve hundred years. It collapsed and left the Byzantine Empire in the east and the feudal states of Europe in the west. The Byzantine Empire ruled for a thousand years and was conquered by the Turks and begot the Ottoman Empire. The feudal states were many and fought many wars that formed them into nation-states, which went on to explore and colonize most of the world.

 

 


Standing at the barred door to Kris’ cell I held up another sheaf of little notebook papers. She was sitting on the bed tonight and spared me just a sidelong glance. I waved the papers again, trying to attract her full attention. “No comment?” I asked.

She turned, but only to stare at me.

“I found these in the trash.”

“It’s amazing what you can find there.”

“I’m glad you decided to keep writing these.”

“I don’t know why you think I wrote them, but they’re blasphemous, you should get rid of them.”

“Is there some particular rule about being religious here I’m not aware of?”

This seemed to get her attention. “Greg, do you have any idea what’s really going on?”

“Most of the time no, I will admit, I don’t.”

She got up from her bed and walked toward the door. “The only book they let us have here is the bible, you know.”

“Sure, but you don’t have to read it or believe it or anything.”

“But it’s encouraged. Haven’t you noticed it’s the good Christian girls that end up in this wing. Or at least the ones that look like they’re good Christian girls.”

She came to stand just on the other side of the barred door, arms folded, leaning against the wall. I realized I had never looked at her this close before. She had long dark hair and dark green eyes that were set just a little too far apart. At some point I realized I was giving her a dumb stare, though it was something I think she was used to.

“Are you offended by it Greg?” she asked in a softer voice.

“Offended by it?”

She nodded to the papers I held.

“No, of course not, I like it.”

“You don’t think it’s blasphemous?”

“Well, actually, no, I don’t.”

“It’s a rewritten part of the bible. Don’t you think it’s wrong to try and rewrite what God wrote, as if God got it wrong the first time?”

“Well, it’s not really that though, it’s just, ya know, some other stuff written in the same style as the bible.”

This got a smile from Kris, then a slight nod. “Yeah, okay. Let’s call it that. But you don’t think anybody else might be offended by it?”

“I guess someone could be. Everything seems to offend somebody.”

“Someone as in someone who believes in the bible wholeheartedly.”

“Yeah, I guess they might be offended.”

“So like the people who run this facility.”

“Well, yeah, some of them I guess,” I stuttered before I could say more.

She stood up a bit straighter to look at me. “You really don’t know what’s going on here, do you?”

“What do you mean?”

“At this facility. In the other wards. In the isolation wing. Have you been over there?”

“No, I was stationed to this wing, this is where I’m supposed to patrol.”

“You’ve never been anywhere else in this facility?”

“The core building. But yeah, other than that, no.”

She stepped forward so she was right up against the bars of the door, then leaned in and gestured for me to do likewise. I stared at her, but she did not meet my gaze, instead looking down. She reached through the bars and folded up my hand around the sheaf of papers I still held. Then she drew a deep breath and spoke in a whisper.

“Greg,” she said, “thank you for keeping these. I’ll give you more when I can, but you have to promise me something. Don’t ever show them to anybody, okay? At least not anybody else who works here or might know someone who works here.”

“Um, sure, okay.”

Another deep breath, then she looked up at me. “It’s really important nobody find out about these. I kind of wish I’d never written them, it’s just,” she glanced away down the hall and paused for another extended, deep breath. “I needed something.”

“I’m glad you wrote them. I still don’t understand what the problem is.”

“If you really want to know go over to the isolation wing.”

“I can’t get in there.”

“Sure you can. Your badge will give you access.”

“My badge only gives me access here.”

“That’s not what I heard. Some of the day shift guards were saying they still haven’t sorted out the security badge system. Any badge will get you in to any wing, except the red ward, that’s the only one they said was set up right.”

“That sounds,” I looked at her, then glanced away. “I don’t think I should.”

“You don’t have to, but if you want to know what’s really going on . . .”

She turned and walked back toward her bed. A buzzing sound came over the speakers indicating it was time for lights out, and a few seconds later the light in her room clicked off, leaving it cast in the checkered pale light coming through her door. It was enough to see her turn to me and flash a smile before stepping into the pool of darkness around her bed.

*     *     *

After making the lights-out round of the cells, I headed over to the little break area across from the main security monitoring room, near where a long hall connected our wing to the core. From here I could look out a window, across a blank courtyard to a branch known as the Intel Ward. It was narrower but taller than this wing, with very few windows, looking something like a circular concrete column. I had no idea what happened over there, or why it had that name.

Depending on the night there were only three or four guards on duty in the south wing, and who exactly they were got mixed around a lot too. I had yet to learn most of their names. I rarely ever saw my boss. He worked the day shift and communicated with us through notes and a schedule chart drawn up on a white board. He did not like the computer system they had installed, complained about it crashing and not doing what he needed even when it worked. The terminal they had set up in the break room for us to fill out a weekly time card was all sleek and new, and worked fine for me, but then I only ever used it for the time keeping function.

Nobody had ever thought to hire and appoint a second shift manager. I’d been given instructions and, I guess, it was assumed I was following them. Or not, some of the others didn’t. Tonight I had a shift with the old guy who was buddies with this wing’s manager. He rarely spoke to anybody, instead just camping out in front of the camera feeds in the main security room and sleeping.

The other guy on shift was the sandy-haired relative of some right-wing online influencer. I had no idea where he was at the moment. I stared some more at the Intel Ward, thinking about access. I could believe the story Kris told about the security system being screwed up, about badges allowing access anywhere. It had been obvious since I hired on that this place was another clusterfuck government operation, just like the Army but more so.

I was glad this daydream was interrupted when Noah, the elder of the Fischer brothers, happened to come in to the break room. “Hey,” I said.

“Hey, what’s up.” He went to get some coffee. 

I continued to stare out the window, and he was about to walk out when I decided to interrupt. “Hey Noah,” I said before he reached the door. “Can I ask you something?”

“Alright.”

“How long have you worked here?”

This had him turning fully toward me. “Umm, I started four years ago.”

“Have you ever been over into the isolation wing? Or the red ward or the yellow ward or anything like that?”

“Not the red ward man, nobody gets in there without super secret clearance or whatever.”

“But you’ve been in the others?”

“Yeah, pretty much, I’ve been all over. Wherever they send me.”

“Do you know what they do over there? In the yellow ward or the isolation wing or whatever?”

He paused, then came back to sit at a nearby table, close enough to talk but not quite facing me and far enough to pretend like he wasn’t talking to me.

“They do some freaky shit, I can tell you that.”

“Like what?”

This pause was longer, more hesitant. “They drug people, man.”

“Drug them?”

He nodded slowly. “Experimental shit. I’ve seen people looking like zombies. Like, bones and shit showing,” he gestured to his rib cage, “and like, you know, zombie eyes. They put ‘em in these, like, surgery chair things, with all these tubes and needles hanging above them, and some of those, ya know, like virtual reality game set things, you know? Then they pump ‘em full of weird drugs or something. I don’t know what happens after that.”

He glanced around but we were still alone, then leaned in a little. “The yellow ward is like a fucking insane asylum, all these padded rooms and one-way mirrors and people in straight jackets doing all sorts of fucked up shit. All like super happy or super angry or super horny and shit.” After another glance around his voice dropped to a whisper. “That isn’t the worst though. In the black ward they have all these, like, sealed hospital rooms where they got like people with fucked up diseases. They’re all like covered in like, red marks and shit and they’ve got like, big fuckin’ tumors or lumps all over them, you can barely fucking tell they’re people anymore.” 

“You’ve seen all this?” I asked.

He gave a quick nod. “I don’t go over there unless I have too. Some guys, they wanna be assigned to yellow ward cause it’s newer or whatever and the shit doesn’t break as much, but fuck that, I’ll take this run down shit conversion job any day. Fuck, even east wing is better than those fucked up wards.”

“So,” I hesitated, glancing at the door. We were still the only people in the break room. “Let me ask you something else. If you don’t mind. If you saw all this, why did you decide to keep working here?”

“Hey man, it ain’t like that.”

“I’m not saying that it is. I’m not,” I stuttered, and took a moment to recover. “Sorry, I don’t even know what I was asking.”

I got a critical stare, but then Noah continued. “Look, Greg, you’re alright man. You’ve helped out me and Brandon, and I ain’t forgetting that. But I ain’t no Nationalist, you know.”

“Of course. Neither am I man.”

“Sure, sure.” He nodded, then settled into staring at me. “So why you asking me about all this?”

“Oh, I was,” I glanced at him, then quickly looked away again. “I was curious. They’ve pretty much kept me down here in south wing since I started, but I keep hearing these rumors.”

“Don’t believe ‘em all. There’s some fucked up shit here, but I can tell you there ain’t no alien bodies or spaceships or shit like that in the red ward. It’s probably just more of the same fucked up shit they’re doin’ around the rest of this place.”

“Sure, yeah. Sorry to bother you.”

“Nah, it’s cool. Anytime my man.”

We exchanged fist bumps as he took off. I sat there after he was gone, mulling over different thoughts in my head. When I at last got up I had not consciously decided on a plan, even as I found myself acting on one.

I checked in the security center, to find the old guy still asleep. Then I headed down and made a sweep through the men’s cell block on the first floor. It was much more crowded, with two or three guys to a room. I paused at the end of the hall, next to a room with some guys who often talked to me, always asking for football updates. I had not had the heart to tell them that fuel rationing had limited some team’s travel, leading to the cancellation of a bunch of games and an open question if the season would even be finished this year.

It was past lights out though, so their cell was dark with just a faint snore within. I badged myself out the exterior door and stepped into the brisk fall night.

The wings of Spiderhead spread out from its core building like, well, more like octopus tentacles than a spider, in my opinion. The wings were jagged, makeshift things, constructed from a series of renovated buildings that once occupied these blocks, with a few new structures mixed in. The facility core was one such new building, a white, sleek, space age cylinder that towered over the rest of the facility, searchlights on its side sometimes sweeping through the courtyards in between wings.

No spotlights were active now though as I walked from the south wing, under the elevated walkway that connected the core to the intel ward, and across the plaza with the dry fountains to the isolation wing. Despite walking in darkness it occurred to me I had no reason to be doing this and might want to have an explanation handy if someone questioned me.

At the glass door I tried my badge. The light on the sensor turned green, and I heard a telling click. I walked in. There was an unmanned security desk here. I walked around to look at its computer screens, but all of them were blank. I tried the inner door and my badge let me through this as well.

Unlike the tiled carpet with the abstract geometric pattern in my own south wing that made me think it use to be a hotel, this place had linoleum floors, white halls, and a lot more lighting. I had no idea where to go so I just started walking down the hall as if it were one in my own wing, a sort of saunter walk with my weapon slung low and casual.

At an intersection I noticed a sign with arrows. To the left was something called ‘crystal department’ while to the right were the ‘sensory tanks.’ Like the hall I was in this one was lined with closed white doors, numbered but otherwise without indication of where any of them lead. I decided to go right.

The far end of this hall had a set of swinging double doors, like something from a hospital. I was heading toward them now but reticent about continuing on through even if they were unlocked. This whole expedition was starting to weigh on me. I suppressed an urge to rush away before I was confronted.

Midway down the hall I came upon an open door. I stopped, my apprehension forgotten as quickly as it came, and stepped into the threshold. The room beyond was much darker than the hallway. It was a long space cramped with computers and server racks. A clean computer room smell permeated the place and made me feel too grungy to proceed further.

The far side of the room had a bank of windows looking in on another, larger chamber. The lighting in this larger room was even dimmer, but I could make out that the far wall, with a polished steel finish, was lined with a grid of square doors. It reminded me of a morgue, of the compartments where corpses would be stored, except these were spaced much father apart, allowing for space in the wall next to each door for an inset computer terminal, each of which blinked with some readout display.

Despite myself I began to walk forward, peering into this dark room, trying to discern more details that might illuminate what it was all for.

“Hey,” a voice nearby said.

I could only hope my surprised jump was not too noticeable. I turned to see that one of the computer desks was occupied. A stout man in a blue jumpsuit sat at a workstation, surrounded by an arc of computer monitors. He had a scraggily goatee and thick glasses through which he peered at me with a blank expression.

“Hey,” I said in the same casual tone.

“You new around here?”

“Oh, yeah, actually, I, uh, I normally work over in south wing. My supervisor said they, uh, they might be understaffed over here tonight and asked me to check in if I got a chance.”

He nodded as he turned back to the computer screens. “Pretty quiet night.”

I turned back to the view overlooking the larger chamber, taking another step forward. I realized it was more than a full story tall, its floor beneath us sinking into a basement level. There were dozens of the square cubby doors spread along the far wall, and a complex ladder/elevator device parked further down its length that would allow access to all of them.

“Pretty cool, huh,” the man said.

“What is it?”

“Isolation chambers.”

I walked over to his desk to peer at the various computer screens. On closer inspection they looked like medical readouts, I realized, with heartbeat monitors and various numerical gauges with green lights displayed across the screens. “What do they do?” I asked.

“They’re sensory deprivation chambers.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. So what it is, they take the, whatever, your terrorists and separatists and stuff and put ‘em in these things, suspended in water, no light, no sound, no way to move, and just leave ‘em. After a few days their minds start to break down, they hallucinate, that kind of thing. Then when they take ‘em out they go over to the chem chambers, use these new drugs they’re developing, rebuild their minds back up as better people. It’s pretty impressive. They can take your mentally ill, your psychopaths or liberals or drug addicts, whatever, turn ‘em into God-fearing Christians. Supposedly they can even cure fags this way, make them normal.”

“Supposedly?”

“Well, I don’t know all the details. I’m just a technician, the guys on the day shift actually run the experiments. I’m just here to make sure nothing goes wrong during the night.”

I nodded. “Yeah, I suppose that’s my job too.”

“Yeah, no love for us grunts. Still, it’s cool stuff. If they get it all to really work it’ll mean no more prisons, just, whenever you arrest someone, processes ‘em here and send them back out. Cut down on crime, cut down on prison population, it’s a win-win.”

“Yeah. Except maybe for the people having their minds broken down.”

“Hey, if they didn’t want that they shouldn’t have been out committing crimes. Like these fucking separatists, you hear about this shit? Fucking bunch of fags who hate America so much they declare war on it. Ought to just fucking nuke ‘em all. Something like this is merciful. More mercy than I would have if I were in charge.”

“Sure, yeah,” I nodded, staring back at the isolation chambers again. “It’s amazing all the things they’re doing around here.”

*     *     *

By swapping shifts I was able to get the next Wednesday off. I went over to Jim and Maggie and told them I wanted to take them up on the offer of joining their church group. That evening we scheduled an auto-cab to come pick us up. We had to hike over to the strip mall where the Fischer brothers always dropped me off because the auto-cabs wouldn’t come down our cul-de-sac, for insurance reasons or because the cheap onboard AI didn’t do well with side streets or some other reason. We shivered there in the cold until the rusted blue stubby car rolled up and a chime went off on Maggie’s mobile.

We crammed our way into the back and selected our destination on a cracked touch-pad interface built into the dividing barrier with the front console. I sat in the weird, lowered down sideways facing seat jammed up against that barrier.

For going to church, it seemed a really long drive, taking us out of the suburbs and into the city proper. Buildings here looked as dilapidated as where I worked, but this area was better lit and had a sort of buzz of activity that implied better economic times without ever quite providing them.

The place we pulled up to looked like a re-purposed abandoned warehouse, located across the street from a fenced in ‘special economic zone.’

As the auto-cab drove off I noticed the letter board sign on the side of the building: ‘First Synoptic Church of Christ.’ There was a light coming from a small window by the door, but no noise or sign of activity.

Had I thought things through I might have better anticipated what I was getting myself in to. Although a posterboard when we entered identified it as a ‘new member meet and greet’ it turned out I was the only ‘new member’ present among a couple dozen devoted attendees. They did not sit in pews but on cheap folding chairs, gathered up in a little semicircle in an almost empty room.

The pastor was a young, clean-shaven man with a sharp, angular face, sitting on a central folding chair with a card table filled with papers and books next to him. He got up to shake my hand with a big smile and an overpowering enthusiasm.

“Really good to meet you Greg. William Lindquist. Pastor Will, if you like.”

“It’s a, uh, good to meet you.”

“Have Maggie and Jim told you much about our church?”

“I, uh, no, not really. Or I’ve forgotten if they did.”

“That’s alright. Have a seat.”

Pastor Will sat at the focal point of the little circle, though as the one new guy in this small, intimate group I felt very much at the center of more attention than I wanted. I was apprehensive about the possibility of impending awkwardness, about the likelihood of having to be noncommittal to someone giving me a hard sell. I worried this would be like buying a car, the one time I had ever done that years ago.

“So Greg, let me start off by telling you a little of what we’re about, if you don’t mind.”

“Oh, uh, no, go ahead.”

“So Greg, you do go by Greg right?”

“Yes.”

“Tell me Greg, do you read the Bible much?”

“A little. Not really.”

“Sure. Who does?”

“Yeah. Er, well, I thought a lot of people did.”

“Oh, sure, everyone’s got some favorites. Psalms. Great book. The gospels, Matthew and John in particular. Proverbs is good. But have you ever just sat down and read the Book of Numbers?”

“No?”

“It’s a census count. It’s literally like reading the phone book. Or Leviticus. Greg, I’m going to say something a little shocking, okay?”

“Um, uh, okay. I’m ready.”

He gesticulated with the bible copy he held as he spoke. “Most of this book is Not Worth Reading.”

“I, um . . .”

“Don’t get me wrong, I love this book. There’s so much good in it. So much. But why do we, as Christians, why do we need all of this? We care about Jesus the Christ, his life, his ministry, that’s what’s important, not a long genealogy of kings from some long gone nation. Most of the bible, and again what I’m saying might shock you, but most of the bible is either pre-Christian history and myth, okay, yes myths, or otherwise it’s a bunch of letters written by a guy who never met Jesus during his life. And, don’t get me wrong, I’m not saying Paul wasn’t visited by God, that he wasn’t called upon for an important task, but God calls on a lot of us to important tasks, but that doesn’t mean we write down a bunch of letters and add them to the bible.”

From his little side table he replaced the copy of the bible with a much thinner book. “This,” he held it up to me. I hesitated before realizing he was handing it to me, then hesitated again before reaching out to take it. “These are the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke, and the Book of Acts. They’re called the synoptic gospels. This is the core of Christianity. This is what you need. All of Jesus’ teachings, all the things he actually said and did, this is all you really need to find God.

“And, don’t get me wrong, I’m not saying you shouldn’t read anything else in the bible, right. Psalms is still my favorite book, okay. But we need to understand, a lot of people have written about God and faith, and there’s a lot out there, and you should read as much of that as you want, but what I’m saying is don’t get caught up because some writings got arbitrarily put into the official bible and some didn’t. And for sure, we’ll read some of this from time to time,” he slapped a hand on the thick original bible on his small side table, “and if you ever want to do supplemental reading, absolutely, I encourage that. But this is what it’s all about,” he moved his hand to put it on the thin book he had handed me. “Keep that, it’s yours.”

I hesitated, racing to process everything he had said. “Uh, thank you.”

“What do you think?”

“I, um . . .”

“It’s okay if you’re a little shocked, you know, a pastor just tells you the bible isn’t worth reading, that’s probably not what you’re use to hearing at church. But Jesus’ message was supposed to be simple. Have you ever found a thousand page book that was simple?”

As he spoke I found my mind drifting to the sheaths of paper stuffed in the pocket of my work pants. For a moment I wished I had worn them so I could pull them out and show them to the pastor, see what he thought, though then I remembered my promise not to show them to anybody. Instead I began to wonder what Kris would make of this.

“I, uh,” I stammered while my thoughts were elsewhere. “I like it.”

“Come again?”

“This,” I held up his synoptic gospels book. “I like your approach.”

The smile the pastor had worn since I walked in was one that I would not call fake, but more that it was just default. I got the impression he would have been smiling regardless of anything I said or did. But my response now got a half smirk from him that seemed one of wry, genuine pleasure. “That’s good to hear. It’s good to have somebody open minded about this.”

“Do you really get a lot of shocked people with what you say? It sounded all really reasonable to me.”

“I get all kinds of reactions, sometimes I end up in long discussions, sometimes people don’t want to hear anything more after my opening line. I never try to force anything of course, I’ll talk as much or as little as people want, but it is nice to have somebody willing to hear me out. It’s good to have you with us Greg.” He flashed that wry grin again. “It occurs to me I was so excited about telling you about us that I forget to mention who ‘us’ is. Let me introduce everybody.”

I met everyone around the little group and heard their names, though I would have been pressed to remember most a minute later. I settled in on a chair next to Maggie and listened to Pastor Will talk about the parable of the rich man and Lazarus, and of coming together in these hard economic times. He mentioned how he had managed to forestall any foreclosure on the building for the time being, so anybody without any place to go was still welcome. We drank some fruit punch and ate cookies.

As the others cleared out at the end, Maggie and Jim lingered back, as did another man. He wore mismatched clothes consisting of a white suit jacket and black slacks that nevertheless seemed to go together by being equally disheveled. He stepped with the pastor toward the back, and Maggie and Jim followed.

“Could we, uh, could we talk with you a moment Greg?” Jim asked.

With a shrug I followed. We went back to the pastor’s office, where he closed the door.

“Greg,” Pastor Will circled around his desk, “have a seat.” There was not a lot of seating in here and I felt a little uncomfortable being the only one sitting.

“Um,” I hesitated, standing near the door, “what’s this about?”

It was the other man who answered. “Maggie tells me you met some of our friends the other day.”

“I, uh, I’m sorry, I’ve forgotten your name.”

“Ethan. Ethan Alvarez.”

“And I’ve met some of your friends?”

“The three men,” Maggie said. “In our kitchen.”

“Oh yeah. I didn’t exactly meet them, I don’t know their names.”

“You know who they were though.” Ethan said it not as a question.

“I, I have,” his stare was making me nervous, making me stammer, “I mean, no, I don’t know anything,” I held up my hands in realization. “They were just some guys, I don’t know where they came from or where they went or anything.”

Ethan exchanged a glance with the pastor. “Is that how you want it Greg?” Will asked.

“I, um . . .”

“I understand if that’s the case.”

“Maggie lead us to think . . .” Ethan started.

I turned to her as she reached out a hand to me, about to touch my shoulder but then hesitating. “Oh Greg, I’m sorry. When you said you, you wanted to come to our church group, I thought,” she looked away. “I thought you knew . . .”

“I, um, well, yeah, I guess I did. Not consciously, but,” I paused for a breath and to reset my voice. “I guess I suspected. I didn’t know what to expect.”

“If you want to walk away you can,” Pastor Will said. “You’d still be welcomed here, no questions asked. We won’t ever speak of this again.”

They were all staring at me now, and all I could do was look down at the unoccupied chair in front of the desk.

“Maggie mentioned you’re a security guard at Spiderhead,” Ethan said. “You must know some of what goes on there?”

“Do you?” I asked him.

The question gave him pause. “From what I’ve heard they torture political prisoners. People the GSA or various southern states pick up and accuse of being terrorists because they voted against the Nationalists or because they gave money to some left-leaning charity. Accused, arrested, and shipped off without a trial because the president has permanently suspended the bill of rights when it comes to anyone accused of being a terrorist.” At first I did not respond. “Am I close?”

“I don’t know where the prisoners are from or what they’re supposed to have done. I’ve never asked any of them. They don’t exactly torture them either. They experiment on them. They use them . . . they do these horrific brainwashing, mind-altering drug sort of experiments. They might use them as test subjects for biological weapons too, I think.”

There was a pause. I think they expected me to say more.

“Does that mean you’ll help us?” Ethan asked.

“It means I have to.”

More glances were exchanged around the room. “You don’t have to,” Pastor Will said. “What we’re asking . . .”

“Is illegal?” I asked. “So is what happens at Spiderhead. Or it was when I joined the Army to fight for,” I paused, thinking of Kris and the isolation wing, finding an unexpected resolve gathering. “Well, I don’t know. Fight for the opposite of that, ya know. That’s what I thought then, which I guess seems pretty stupid now.”

“No, that’s not stupid . . .”

“Actually it is. When you’re friends visited me they said America isn’t worth fighting for anymore, not if you believe in freedom or anything, and now . . . I’ve seen what happens at federal prisons, and I realized if I told anybody they wouldn’t even care, they’d say that’s what the terrorists deserve.” I swallowed hard around a lump in my throat. Nobody said anything while I continued to stare at the floor. I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and at last looked up at Pastor Will. “What do you need from me?”

Ethan answered. “When you met with our other friends, the three men you didn’t meet, when you met them they may have mentioned a package.”

“Um,” I stuttered, “oh yeah, they were gonna pick it up but then something happened and they had to rush out, yeah, I remember.”

“We need your help picking up the package.”

“Sounds easy enough.”

“We need your help because you’re well armed. Not just armed, but competent with a weapon.”

A moment before the weight of turning my back on this had seemed too much. Now the magnitude of going forward was growing just as unbearable. “You think I’ll need to . . .”

“Hopefully not. But the package is in an abandoned cabin outside Nelsonville.”

“Where is that?”

“A couple hours from here, near Athens.”

“And where is that?”

“Near the West Virginia border. So, you know, the counties Ohio state troopers are no longer patrolling. That’s why we need someone competent with a gun. We also need someone with a GSA badge, because to get the package back here you’re going to have to pass through at least one major GSA checkpoint.”

“Except my badge says I’m a prison guard. Wouldn’t it look even more suspicious being used as a courier?”

“Depends on how thoroughly they look. Our friends had a better set of forged documents, but they had to flee the state.”

“Wouldn’t it be easier to just hide this package and pretend to be civilians than try and pass ourselves off as GSA couriers?”

“The package is an armored truck.”

“Oh.”

“You okay Greg?” Pastor Will asked. “This is a lot to take in.”

“No, I’m okay.”

“Maggie’s wanted to bring you in to our little group for a while now. She said she could tell what working at that place was doing to your mental health.”

“Hmph,” I smiled. “Knows me better than I know myself.”

“How long have you known each other?”

“Oh, geez, like a decade. I was stationed with her son at Fort Drum.”

“He’s been coming to our place for the holidays ever since,” she smiled.

I took a deep breath. “So when do we do this?”

*     *     *

Ethan provided the car and the uniforms. It was a thirty year old non-autonomous sedan with a motley collection of rust spots, interior stains, and scattered junk in the back. There were obvious spots on the back where bumper-stickers had been peeled off. I rode shotgun, rifle in my lap, as Ethan navigated us along some back country roads.

The uniforms he got for Jim and Maggie were really just blue jump suits from some automotive shop with the logo and name patches torn off. I wore the camouflage fatigues I used at work, while Ethan had on a cheap pastel suit. He seemed to know what he was doing so I had not asked just who he was supposed to be.

It rained all that morning and the world was still wet and grey as we wound our way up through the coal hills of Ohio. I watched as we passed by the operations, with multi-limped robot drones clearing away whole landscapes of dirt, forming fire-brigade style conveyor belt lines that transported giant buckets of earth, dumping it into autonomous heavy trucks whose central engines and cabin-less design made them look like a kid’s little red wagon.

Beyond the coal operations we turned onto an even less used highway, running through a deep deciduous forest. The painted lane lines on the highway were faded to almost nothing, as was the asphalt itself in some places. Cracks ran all across it, making for a slow and bumpy ride. At some points a landslide had carried away enough of the pavement that we had to move over onto a graveled shoulder to get by. We encountered nobody else as we drove, and the dripping wet forest closed in on us like something primeval.

Near the end of the road, or at least what was now its practical end, the forest opened up around some kind of abandoned ranch. There was a cabin that looked more like a mansion, except that it was now in a total state of disrepair, sitting on the edge of an overgrown but still fenced in field. The barn and/or garage next to it looked to be in better shape despite its pealing paint. Ethan turned off onto the gravel bed driveway and the old sedan puttered up a little incline to the garage entrance.

“This is it.” We all got out and Ethan produced a set of keys with which to unlock the heavy padlock baring the barn doors. I could still not decide it if was a former barn converted into a car garage, a multi-car garage made to look like a barn, or some kind of combination building. The door slid open to the side to reveal bare dirt floors and a cavernous space, empty except for a tall vehicle in the middle, covered up with an expansive tarp.

Jim and Ethan pulled the tarp away to reveal our package. It glared with incongruity. Despite the layer of dirt and the incomplete black paint job done on its hood the vehicle gleamed with shiny newness. I could tell right away it had probably been one of the armored trucks making frequent cash delivery runs to banks during the inflation bout last summer.

“So,” Ethan said as he unlocked the driver side door, stepped up on the running board, and looked around. I watched him clamber across to unlock the glove compartment, then emerge with an envelope. “Good news, I think. Uh-huh. Yip.” He had withdrawn some documents from the envelope and flipped through them. “Our friends were good enough to stash their fake documents with the truck. This is gonna make life a lot easier.”

We gathered around him as he continued. “So we’ll leave my car here and all ride back in the truck. From here on out Jim and Maggie, you guys are the owner-operators of this truck. Your names will be . . .” he pulled out some papers to look at them. “Bryon and . . . Doug. Uh, sorry.”

“I can by Bryon, I’ve heard of girls with that name,” Maggie said.

“Cool. Greg, you’re extra security, contracted by the sender. I think using your own badge should work better than this fake one.”

“Not sure how I feel about that,” I said.

“Understood, but your picture does not at all match this one. Hopefully you won’t need to use it either way. I will be the dedicated courier along with this shipment.” He finished passing out documentation from the envelope. “Any questions?”

“Is this vehicle authorized to travel after dark?” I asked.

“Um . . . good question.”

“It isn’t,” Jim answered, looking through his own papers.

“Is there a safe place we can stay if the line at the checkpoint is too long?” I asked.

Ethan considered this. “Yeah, I can arrange something. But let’s try to get a move on now and see if we can avoid that.”

We sealed up the garage-barn with Ethan’s clunker inside and then started back down the hill. The armored truck had a four person cabin laid out like an old automobile, with forward facing driver, dashboard, steering-wheel and gearshift for manual control. Although the self-driving system installed was high end, Jim said a real owner-operator would insist on piloting himself down roads like these, so that’s what he did. I rode up front again, my rifle still out, now with a pistol that had also been in the glove compartment strapped to my waist.

The armored truck was electric, with independent wheel motors that made for tighter turning, such that navigating the collapsed sections of road on the way down was easier, despite how much bigger this truck was than Ethan’s car.

Jim had just maneuvered us past the last of the narrow sections when we rounded a bend and found our way blocked by a series of cars and pickups. Several men, armed with rifles or sidearms stood among the vehicles, facing us with a casual poise.

Jim rolled us to a stop. “Shit,” said Ethan.

One of the men, front and center and holding a heavy revolver, waved. “Howdy. You folks mind steppin’ out of the truck there?”

“What do we do?” Jim asked.

“I suppose we should step out of the truck,” Ethan said.

Moving slowly we opened our doors, the back doors being the kind that hinged backward, and stepped out onto the running boards. “We are armed,” Ethan said. Maggie remained on the running board while I stepped down. I left the door open and took a slow step out from around it, my rifle held low.

“That’s alright,” the lead man called. “Just go ahead and kick those guns over here.”

“I don’t think that’s gonna be happening,” Ethan said. The door on the other side, I could see, was left open as well, but I could not tell from here where Jim and Ethan were standing.

“Hmph,” the leader chuckled. “Come on now folks, let’s all be reasonable here.”

“What is it you want?”

“Well, for starters, we want your guns. We want any money you might have on you. And we want your truck.”

I kind of knew that’s where this was going, but hearing him say it seemed to raise the stakes, or at least raised my heart rate. I checked that the safety on my rifle was off.

“What makes you think we’ll give you any of that?” Ethan shouted.

“Oh, come on now, let’s not do anything we might regret. We’ve got men set up in the woods,” he gestured around with a sort of exaggerated swaying motion. “Ready to pick you off at my signal. Now, we don’t want anyone to get hurt, so . . .”

“Yes you do!” I shouted, louder and shriller than I had intended.

“What’s that now son?”

“If you didn’t want to hurt people you wouldn’t have taken up banditry.”

“Ah geez, let’s not get melodramatic . . .”

“Melodramatic! You threaten highway robbery and you think us resisting is melodramatic?”

I was seeing red, as if the vision from my eyes was having to pass through clouded filters before it reached my brain. I would have opened fire right then if Jim hadn’t spoken up.

“Please, guys.” I turned to see that he was standing on the edge of the truck cabin floor, such that he could see over the door and out at the whole blockade. It left him high and exposed. “Guys, you can have our money, and our guns if you really want them. But we need this truck.”

“Oh yeah? What’s in it?”

Jim looked around, to where Ethan was presumably standing. “We, uh, we don’t know,” Ethan said. “We don’t have the keys to open the back either.”

“Huh. Even if I believed any of that it sure doesn’t make it sound like you need it.”

“It’s not for us,” Maggie said. She was cowering in her seat still, but now leaned her head out the open door behind me to shout.

“Sure, whatever, look . . .”

“It’s for the people who are fighting for our freedom. It’s . . .”

“By that you mean liberal terrorists?”

“She means the secessionists out west,” Jim said. “The people fighting against tyranny.”

“Is that what y’all call it? Look folks, my patience is running out and my generosity is long gone, especially for terrorists and people trying to take down America. So if you don’t hand over those guns in the next ten seconds I’m gonna have my snipers open fire. So,” He made a big gesture of stretching his arm to reveal a thick, heavy watch beneath his coat sleeve. Then with his other hand he reached up and adjusted something in his ear. “Logan, ready on my mark. Ten, nine . . .”

The boom that echoed across the forest must have been audible for miles. There was a strange, brief second where I thought it was thunder, a new storm rolling in for the afternoon. Then a jumble of senses and thoughts rushed to catch up with events and I realized one of the bandits, the one behind the car closest to me, had just had his head explode.

Everyone else seemed to also be caught in that instant of unrealization. The bandits did not react at all, still staring at us with weapons not quite at the ready.

The leader turned to his downed man. “Oh shit,” he managed. “Logan, what . . .”

He was interrupted by another echoing boom. I was looking right at him and so caught the moment when his body was cut in half at mid-chest. Blood and gore and intact remains slammed against the nearest car and fell out of sight.

With the red blur still clouding my vision I reacted without thinking. I stepped out from behind the truck door and opened fire. My own rifle was not as loud, I don’t think, but it was continuous. I sprayed rounds across the blockade of cars, shattering windows and windshields and headlights, and I think I hit another bandit further back among the vehicles.

Other gunshots joined mine, a symphony of different reports and calibers. Somebody shouted “Greg, get in.” I jumped into the truck, keeping my head down as I crouched into the space in front of the passenger seat, and pulled my door closed.

There was some thudding sounds like hail as rounds hit the truck. Then nothing.

I realized we weren’t moving. I looked around to see that everybody was in the truck, tucked onto the floor like me. We glanced at each other without speaking, listening to the heavy silence around us.

“Are they still out there?” I whispered.

“I think so,” Ethan said.

Jim, whose door was still ajar, pushed it open a little more. When this got no reaction he started to lean out. I adjusted myself to peer out over the dashboard. There was some movement out there, off to our left where the car blockade met up against the forest undergrowth.

I sudden thunk noise had Jim and I jerking back down into cover, but right away we realized it had come from the wrong side, from our right, and did not sound like a gunshot. Maggie peered out her window.

“There’s an arrow over here.”

“What?”

“On the ground, there’s an arrow. I think it has a note tied to it.”

I glanced up again over the dashboard, but nothing in the blockade seemed to have changed. “Are you sure?”

“There’s a little piece of paper and a red ribbon on the arrow.”

“I’m gonna check it out.”

Opening my door again and using it as a cover I slipped out of the truck. The arrow was right there at my feet. I scooped it up and got back in without eliciting any more gunfire.

“What is it?” Ethan asked.

The arrow was something used for hunting, looking like a long carbon-fiber dart with a triangular steel end. The red ‘ribbon’ was some kind of tape. Pealing this off I got to the scrap of paper rolled around the arrow shaft.

“It says,” I read the note, “get comm from chief body.”

There was a moment of apprehensive glances. “That’s all?” Ethan asked.

“That’s what it says.”

“Was that note intended for us?”

“The arrow bounced off our truck,” Jim said. “Somebody else out there was shooting at these guys.”

Again, we looked at each other in silent debate.

“I’ll go do it,” I said. “Can someone cover me?”

I offered up my rifle to Jim but could tell from his expression he was horrified by the thought. “I got it,” said Ethan. I handed him the rifle and drew my pistol.

Both of us cracked out doors. “Ready?” he said, and I flashed a thumbs-up. “Go.”

Ethan flung his door open and let out a spray of bullets wilder than the one I had launched earlier. I hit the ground and ran at a crouch over to the lead car in the blockade. It was only at this point did I realize the insanity of what I was doing, of this whole situation. It almost gave me enough pause to kill me, if there had been any return fire. Instead I reached cover, took a second to glance around and saw Ethan was still firing without return, then scrambled around the car to where the bandit leader lay. I slid in across the asphalt to lean against the tire of a big pickup truck. Ethan stopped firing and the world fell silent again.

I waited to catch my breath and see if anything more happened. Next to me the leader’s body was, technically, still in one piece, though there was a lot of blood and viscera splayed out on the wet pavement. I was sitting in some of it.

Thoughts beyond the present started to jumble my mind, about how I could have gotten myself into this and how I might get out. I think I shot a guy. I felt like I was acting on autopilot, or more like on a preset series of commands that my conscious mind was no longer concerned with, when I reached over to fumble with the receiver piece in the bandit leader’s ear. I got it out, wiped it on my pant for some reason, then put it in my own ear.

“Um, uh, hello,” I whispered.

“Hey, you made it,” a voice said. It was a low voice, a little gravely yet belied by the jovial tone. “Don’t worry, I got ya covered.”

“I, uh, thank you.”

“Are there any of those robbers left alive over there?”

“I, uh, I think so. They’re, um, I think they’re further down the road on, the, uh, I think that’s north. Behind where I’m sitting.”

“Yeah, I see. Can you flush them out of cover?”

“Um, maybe. I don’t know how.”

“Do you have a weapon?”

“I do.”

“Start shooting at them from your current location. Have your crazy friend with the automatic start shooting too.”

“Um . . .”

“Trust me.”

I considered scrambling back to the truck but somehow felt that attempt would go very wrong. Looking over there I had a direct line of sight to Ethan. I waved at him and mouthed the word ‘shoot’ a few times while pointing over my shoulder. Then I held up three fingers and started counting down.

After one I spun around into a kneeling position and started firing around the back end of this pickup. For a second nothing else happen, before Ethan must have at last realized what I was signaling about. Automatic fire cut above my head, once again shattering the damp silence of the forest.

Return fire, from where I could not tell, struck the back end of my pickup. It shook some on its suspension, bouncing into me and bashing my arm. It did not seem like something that should hurt but it stung like crazy and had me scooting back and ducking down. Just then another booming shot cut through the forest, this one a lot closer. I did not see if it hit anything. I scrambled back onto my knees to resume firing. As I did I spotted a man having broken from the cover of the vehicles to start running up the slope into the underbrush. He had almost made it into the thick growth, when another boom cut him down, sending his body sliding back down the embankment to rest on the gravel of the highway shoulder.

I slumped down and leaned against the pickup tire as silence expanded across the world again. “You okay?” the voice in my ear asked.

“I’m okay.” Somehow I was out of breath.

“Is that all of them?”

“I don’t know.”

“How many bodies can you see from where you are?”

I got down to look around underneath the vehicles. “Wow.” I said. “Er, six total.”

“Does that count the one on the north side shoulder?”

“Um, uh, no, I see the leader, two up front, three closer to the south side.”

“Okay, that’s all of them then. Hold your fire, I’m coming over.”

I looked back to our armored truck. It looked like some bullets had scratched up the paint job without doing any real damage. Ethan was still crouched with his door ajar.

“I think it’s okay.” I tapped the phone piece in my ear. “Says we got them all. Says he’s coming over and to hold our fire.”

Ethan just nodded. A few moments later a man emerged from the underbrush south of the road, down at the far end of the blockade. The others gestured, and I stood up to see.

He was dressed in camouflage, but not like mine. His suit had tufts of leaves and grass along its back. He wore some kind of green outdoorsmen hat with more leaves atop it, and black war paint on his face. He carried a long rifle over one shoulder, a complex, folded up crossbow with built in scope over the other, and a hefty looking backpack.

The man walked right up to the front of the armored truck without fear. “Afternoon.”

I walked over to join him, my mind scrambling as it came down off the adrenalin surge. The others got out of the truck.

“Um . . . hello,” Ethan said.

“You guys alright?”

“Uh, yeah, we’re fine.”

There was an awkward pause that Maggie at last broke. “Um, who are you?”

“I’m Logan. Good to meet you.” He stuck out a hand that Maggie shook. Still stunned, we all managed to introduce ourselves.

“So, um . . .”

“You’re wondering what happened here?” Logan asked.

“Very much so,” Ethan said.

“Well to start I’m their,” he gestured around at the blockade, “that is, I was the man the chief kept talking about covering them in the woods.”

“He said there were multiple men,” Jim said.

“Yeah, that was just more bullshit. I was it. Eight of us total. The chief there, he doesn’t question things, because he always did have his head too far up his ass, but I saw an armored truck coming down this road and thought, why an armored truck? Who they delivering stuff to up here that can hire an armored truck? Then I saw this dude with an Ares rifle and you guys started talking about freedom fighters and it made sense. So now tell me, for real, are you separatists or was that just some bullshit desperation talk?”

“We really are trying to help the Resistance, yes,” Ethan said.

“Excellent. I would like to join you.”

“You, um,” Ethan stammered and glanced at me, as if I knew anything.

“I have army training and I can bring my own guns. I’ll need three meals a day and bunk to sleep on and I’m your man.”

“I’m, uh, I’m not sure we’re in a position to make that offer.”

This got an askance look from Logan. “Really? Who does? Do I need to fill out an application on your website? You want references? What the fuck guys?”

“It’s not that, it’s . . .”

“Are you really going to start distrusting me now. I just took out seven bandits trying to rob you of everything who own, including your lives.”

“I think I shot a couple of them,” I said.

“Whatever. You would not have survived this without me.”

“Except it sounds like you were the eighth bandit,” Jim said.

“Yeah, I’ve been helping out the chief for a while, trying to make ends meet. Don’t judge, unless any of you happen to be saints. I’ve been looking for a chance to get out of here and head west, I heard things out there aren’t quite as fucked up.”

“Um,” Ethan hesitated again.

“So why don’t we loot the bodies, put these cars in neutral, push ‘em off the road, and get on our way.”

“You’re serious?”

“How many people do I need to shoot before you believe that?”

“I don’t know that we can fit five people in the truck,” Maggie said.

“If it’ll fit four it’ll fit five,” Logan said, illogically.

“I say we bring him.” I looked around at the others. “Why not? He could have killed us already if he wanted to. You are taking this truck west, right? Or somebody is? Why not?”

Ethan shrugged and shook his head despite himself. “It’s a crazy fucked up world. Yeah, sure, why the hell not?”

Nobody spoke, but I could sense the silent consensus spread through our little group. Maggie seemed to confirm it by changing the subject.

“Do we need to worry about,” she gestured at the whole car blockade. “About this crime scene? About the police finding this?”

“Well,” Logan said, “state troopers don’t patrol in this county anymore since the last big budget cut. As for the local sheriff’s department, well, this would be them.”

“These guys are cops!” Ethan asked.

“Kind of. No. When the funding cuts left the department unable to even cover payroll the chief tried to get really aggressive with the speed traps, raise money that way. When that didn’t work the speed traps evolved into regular traps. Pull over strangers who pass through, accuse them of being terrorists, confiscate everything they have, put ‘em in jail and ship ‘em off to the GSA or whatever, except the feds wouldn’t always take ‘em and they’d have to just cut ‘em loose. So eventually that evolved into, yeah, into this. So no, they were cops but at this point they’re more robbers. Point is nobody is coming out looking for these guys.”

“Were you a cop as well?” I asked.

“No, I was just living in town until my mom passed away and the VA benefits ran out. I was gonna move on when the chief offered me the job, helping out with highway stops, as he liked to call them. Which reminds me, let’s go ahead and syphon the gas tanks here before we push these cars off the road.”

“We don’t actually need gas,” Ethan said, gesturing at the armored truck. “It’s electric.”

“Well we could still use gasoline. It’s expensive.”

“Where we gonna put it,” I asked.

“We’ll find space.”

“Seems like more effort than it’s worth,” Ethan said. “We’d like to get back before dark.”

“I’ll help ya get it,” I said to Logan. “I know some guys who could use it.”

We got the road cleared, then crammed back aboard the armored truck with Logan sitting on the floor squished between the two back chairs, his gear tucked in around our feet or on Maggie’s lap.

“Do you need to stop anywhere?” she asked him. “To pick up your things or . . .”

It was a surreal comment on a day of surreal events. “Mmm, no,” Logan said, “I’m good. I’ve kinda been living in my car since the last bout of inflation, so I don’t really have much stuff.”

“Did you want to bring your car? It might be more comfortable.”

“No, it’s a piece of junk, I don’t know if it would even make the drive to Cincinnati. Plus we already pushed it into a ravine.”

We drove on in silence for a little bit, getting back to a more used and intact highway.

“So,” Ethan said. “Why do you have a crossbow?”

Logan looked straight at him. “Because I’m a badass.”

We chuckled at this. “No seriously, why a crossbow?”

“Seriously. Because I’m a badass.”

*     *     *

The line at the checkpoint was not long, so even though it was late in the day we decided to try to get through instead of holding up somewhere for the night. The sun was making its first appearance of the day as it dipped beneath the cloud layer to drench the world in red.

“If they ask, Logan is part of the security detail with Greg,” Ethan said, “and, um, doesn’t have his ID on him. Hopefully they won’t ask.”

Like most checkpoints this one doubled as a toll station. Some people seemed to get away with just flashing their mobiles to a scanner the guards held, which downloaded their payment data and ID, before being waved along. In other cases cars were stopped and searched, the owner having to get out and let the guards get into the trunk.

Looking over at a different lane I saw where some guards had partly dismantled a jeep, pulling off its hatchback and the rear seats as they swept through it with scanners and dogs.

The sun was just a line of red on the horizon when we got to the front of the line. A National Guardsmen in full body armor came up to the window, and Jim offered him the stack of documentation. While he looked this over another armored guardsmen came up to the passenger side. I rolled down the window, but rather than speak he just shown a bright flashlight into my face. I blinked in surprise as the light roamed over to the back of the cabin.

“Could the folks in back please step out of the vehicle,” he said in a robotic tone.

With a mental effort I kept my face blank and composed while Maggie opened the door. She, Logan, and Ethan all slid out that side. It seemed odd he had not asked me to get out too but I was not about to volunteer anything. Watching, I found myself glad Logan had joined us. Maggie and Ethan both looked a little nervous, but Logan just wore a self-satisfied grin and jumped out with a jovial step, as if the others were only nervous because they had not been through such a checkpoint before.

“Stand with your arms spread out please,” the guardsmen said. “Tilt your heads back and look up.” He walked down the line of them, looking at their arms, shining his flashlight on their necks and faces. He doubled back to Logan. “You got a permit for that?”

The question sent a chill threw me. Then I realized he was not asking about the pistol on Logan’s hip but a can strapped to his belt on the other side. I had not noticed until then that he was also carrying pepper spray.

“In fact I do.” Logan started to reach for it, but the guardsmen waved him off.

“Go ahead and get back in your vehicle.”

On the other side the guardsmen was handing the papers back to Jim. “You folks have a nice evening,” he said.

With that we were through. Jim punched on the self-driving system and turned to look at those in the back.

“What did they want with you guys?”

Maggie just shook her head.

“They were checking to see if we had GTV,” Logan said. “Ya know, red mask or whatever they call it.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, some of the early symptoms are swelling and red spots on your face and neck. And around your junk too.”

“Why are they checking for that?” I asked.

“I assume because it’s spreading. Did you not hear the news this morning?”

“We’ve been on the road all day,” Ethan said.

“What I heard, the last time I had reception,” he gestured to a mobile tucked into his pocket, “was that there were now dozens of cases in Miami, and the outbreak could spread across the country in the next few days.”

“That sounds horrible,” Maggie said.

“If you get it. It’s not as scary as it looks. Not a lot of people get sick, they just become carriers and pass it along.”

“I hadn’t heard that at all,” Ethan said. “How do you know all this?”

“That’s apparently what they’re telling the troops. A buddy who’s still in told me.”

We rode in silence for a moment.

“So our permits say we’re not suppose to be driving after dark,” Jim said, noting that the self-driving system had switched on the headlights.

“We’re twenty minutes out at most,” Ethan said. “Let’s just push on for home.”
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In the time of exploration by the peoples of Europe the nation of England built colonies in North America, on the far side of the Atlantic. These are the names of the colonies of England in North America: Virginia, Massachusetts and Rhode Island, Connecticut, New Hampshire, New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania and Maryland, Delaware, Georgia, North Carolina, South Carolina. The people of these colonies were exceedingly fruitful; they multiplied greatly and became so numerous that the land was filled with them.

Then the Parliament that ruled in England looked upon the colonies, and their leaders said, “Look, the colonists are numerous and prosper from trade, and we must pay for an army to maintain the trade and the empire. Come, let us tax them that they might bear the cost.”

So they put their customs officials and tax collectors to work, and they made the colonist’s lives bitter with harsh taxes and trade limits on all kinds of things. They passed a Stamp Act to tax a stamp required on all documents. But the more the colonists were oppressed, the more they resisted and refused to pay these taxes; custom officials were driven out and goods were smuggled in.

When Parliament saw this they summoned Benjamin Franklin to ask why the colonists did not pay, and Benjamin Franklin said to them that colonists were citizens of England and would have ‘no taxation without representation’ in parliament. And Parliament members said to themselves, “we cannot get money from this tax if it cannot be collected.” So they rescinded the Stamp Tax, but declared that they may make more taxes. Then Parliament passed more taxes on essential goods the colonies imported, such that the colonies would remain subservient to the Empire’s trade network. And again the colonists protested and staged boycotts and smuggled in the taxed goods instead, and Parliament responded in kind and revoked the Massachusetts charter and threatened trials for treason, and there was much gnashing of teeth and a dark mood over the country.
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Now one of the taxes passed by the Parliament of England was on tea. When ships carrying the tea came to America though the colonists turned them away, refusing to pay the tax. Except in Boston the ships were not turned away because there the governor was loyal to the English crown. But the colonists set watch on the ships so the tea could not be unloaded.

Then a crowd gathered to demand the tea be sent back to England, but the governor of Massachusetts would not relent. “Can nothing be done to save our country!” the people cried out. But that night the colonists dressed themselves as Native American warriors, and in such garb they boarded the ships, and once on the ships they set about tossing the tea overboard. And all the tea that was to be taxed for the English crown was instead thrown into Boston harbor. So this became known as the Boston Tea Party.

The Parliament was furious at this news. They said, “who are these Americans that we should submit to their demands? We do not recognize their claims of colonial authority and we will not relent in our taxation. They are selfish and will not pay their share for the Empire. We will close their port and revoke their charter and disarm their militias so that we may remain in control of our Empire.”

And Parliament passed many intolerable taxes, and the colonies groaned and cried out under their heavy burden. Some called out for God to intervene, but the only act of God was the first, and now it was upon the people to act for themselves.

One day the colonists heard that the British army was to come and seize the weapons of their militias. Hearing this riders from Boston rushed out to the countryside, where the militias stored their weapons, and let out a great cry to the peoples who dwelt there.

The colonists hid their weapons and supplies, and then armed themselves and came to meet the British army. They met first at Lexington, but the militia were hesitant to fire and allowed the British to pass. Then they met at Concord and the British searched for weapons. When they found cannon and ammunition they set these afire, but militiamen outside town saw the smoke and came toward it. When the militiamen came in sight of the British troops at a bridge a shot was fired, and this shot it is said was heard around the world, for it was followed by more shots, and soon both sides were firing and the British were forced to retreat, and seeing this more militiamen gathered and the British were forced to retreat all the way back to Boston.
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During this time a Continental Congress met in Philadelphia, with representatives from all the colonies.

Throughout the land there was much talk of revolution and independence, and these ideas spread like fire and burned all the land yet would not consume it. And the people contemplated what is truly righteous in this universe, and they knew they must throw off the shackles of Empire and monarchy and become free people.

When the cry had gone up for freedom across the land the Continental Congress heard this and held a vote, and when the vote was done they had decided upon independence.

Then the Continental Congress said, “in the course of human events it has becomes necessary for our people to dissolve our political connection with Great Britain, and so, out of a respect of the opinions of all the world, we ought to have a declaration that states our causes.”

“So now, go,” they said to Thomas Jefferson of Virginia, the most eloquent among them, “we are sending you to draft such a declaration.”

But Jefferson said to the Continental Congress, “Who am I that I should go to write this declaration?”

And the Congress said, “you are our most eloquent, and surely you glimpse the mind of God better than most men, for it shines through in your intellect and honor.”

So Jefferson declared that “we hold these truths to be self-evident, that all Humans are created equal and endowed, by their nature as Humans capable of reason, with certain inalienable rights. And among these rights are those of life, and liberty, and the pursuit of happiness, and it is the place of government to secure these rights, and that such governments do so with the consent of the governed, and when such governments do not secure these rights, then they are to be cast off and built anew on principles the governed peoples believe best to secure their rights, their safety, and their happiness.”
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Now the King of England and Parliament heard what the colonists had said in their Declaration of Independence, and they said “this is treason and rebellion and cannot be allowed.” And so there was war between Britain and America.

George Washington of Virginia lead the army of the colonists, which they called the Continental Army. And with this army he drove the British out of Boston. The Americans offered peace, but the British would not accept a declaration of independence.

Then the British army came to New York and landed on Staten Island, and the Continental Army was driven out, and the city occupied.

Seeing this the British thought, “the Americans are confused and demoralized.” And their hearts were hardened, and they said “we shall pursue the Continental Army and finish them and the war will be over.” So the British army pursued the Americans across the Hudson River, and through New Jersey, and across the Delaware River, all the way to Pennsylvania. And the Americans suffered great losses, and many soldiers were terrified and cried out, “these are the times that try men souls.” And many deserted the army, for they thought the cause was lost. “Were there not enough graves in New York,” they said to Washington, “that you have brought us to this place to die?”

Washington answered his army, “do not be afraid. Stand firm and we will see our deliverance. The British and foreigners you see occupying your country you will never see again.”

That winter there was bitter cold, and the British army was well supplied, while the Continental Army had little provision, so that even though but a river separated them, there seemed to be only light on one side and only darkness on the other. And the British were secure in their winter quarters, and thought that neither side would go near the other all winter long.

On Christmas Day the British and foreign mercenaries in their employ celebrated, for they had seen many victories that year and thought the war soon over. And they became drunk and slept and were lax in their vigilance.

Then Washington stretched out his hand toward the far side of the river, and declared that his army would go forth. And though the river was filled with ice from the cold winter it parted in front of Washington’s boats, and his army crossed. The British army, and all their supplies and mercenaries, were on the other side. During the night General Washington entered the camp of the British army and threw it into confusion.

At daybreak all of those that had pursued the Continental Army from New York were defeated and thus were their supplies plundered.

That day the revolution of America was saved from the tyranny of the British Empire.
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Now the Continental Congress, which had first met to issue the declaration of independence, governed throughout the war according to the Articles of Confederation.

The war lasted many years and had many battles. When it was over the Continental Army was victorious and the colonies of America were now free states.

In the Articles of Confederation it was written how the states would be governed, and during the war this was how they were governed. The Articles of Confederation allowed the states to support an army with which to wage the war, and to sign treaties with European powers to gain their assistance.

Yet the Articles of Confederation did not give the congress power of taxation. When the war was over the congress and states owed large war debts which they could not repay. The Articles of Confederation also required unanimous votes to approve treaties, and so few treaties were signed, and trade suffered. The Articles of Confederation also did not grant congress authority to make an army or navy, and so pirates and brigands plagued the states.

The people began to ask, “why do we give congress responsibility for our foreign engagements, and responsibility for our national finance, and yet no power to do anything about these things. What we are doing is not good. The work of governing a nation is too heavy for this congress.”

Then some of the members of congress, those who would be called the Founders, said “let us come together and amend these articles so that we may be a true nation.” The congress met and listened to the arguments of the federalists, who called for a more centralized government. But rather than amend the Articles of Confederation the Founders held secret meetings and thereby drafted a new charter according to which the states would be governed, and this charter was called ‘the United States constitution’ and it created a government that was neither a confederacy nor a monarchy but a republic.
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In the year seventeen hundred and eighty-seven the United States congress adopted the Constitution to govern the states and people of America.

This is what the Constitution said.

The first Article creates a congress, dual in body, one chamber with two representatives of each state, the other with representatives of each state according to its population. And this congress was to govern taxation and foreign treaties and commerce between the states and to make all laws as deemed fit for the new nation.

The second Article creates the office of president as leader of the nation, to be the supreme executive and commander of the armed forces and to carry out the execution of justice and the laws and commission federal officers to fulfill such duties.

The third Article creates the Supreme Court and the other federal courts below it, to act as judges in all cases of federal law and constitutional review.

The fourth Article requires the states to give credit to each other’s records and not to show bias against each other’s people so as to create harmony among the states, and rules were given for admitting new states.

The fifth Article states how to amend the Constitution, through either congress and state vote or new constitutional convention.

The sixth Article says that the Constitution shall be the supreme law of the land, superior to all state laws.

The seventh Article told the states how they would ratify the Constitution, and at what time it would be considered to take effect if they chose to do so.

When the Constitution was presented to the people there was much trembling and fury and trumpets of argument, for some stood strongly for this new government, and some strongly opposed. Those opposed set out to warn the people that the Constitution only granted powers and so could create politicians as lords who would force their way upon the people.

Then the people said, “let us place limits around the Constitution, that it may be a government that does not take our natural rights.”
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Congress heard these words, and so created ten amendments to secure the natural rights of the people, and said “these are the Bill of Rights, to enshrine the rights of the people against tyranny.” When the peoples saw these amendments their hearts were uplifted and they were unafraid.

Amendment the First: There shall be no law barring the freedom of speech, nor of the press, nor of religious, nor of the people to peacefully assembly.

Amendment the Second: There shall be no law barring the states from creating their own militias, and thus arming them and regulating them as the states see fit.

Amendment the Third: There shall be no law requiring the people to house soldiers in their homes or provide provisions for troops under arms.

Amendment the Fourth: There shall be no searches or seizures of private property except as performed with a search warrant issued by a judge or magistrate and deemed necessary because of probable cause.

Amendment the Fifth: Those to be accused of a crime shall only face such charges when indicted by a grand jury, and none so accused will be made to testify against themselves.

Amendment the Sixth: Those accused of a crime shall be tried by a jury of their peers, and all such trials will be open for all to see, and those so tried shall be told of what they are accused and shall be allowed to confront their accusers.

Amendment the Seventh: No court shall overturn or reexamine facts found by a jury in open trial.

Amendment the Eighth: There shall be no excess bail, excess fines, or cruel and unusual punishments inflicted on any person accused or found guilty of any crime.

Amendment the Ninth: The people shall retain all their natural rights, though not all such rights may be listed in this Bill of Rights.

Amendment the Tenth: There shall be no powers in the federal government except as stated in the Constitution. All other powers belong to the states or to the people.

Then the people saw that this new government secured for them the blessings of liberty, and established justice and domestic tranquility where before there had been strife, and they were unafraid. “This Constitution,” they said, “has indeed formed for us a more perfect Union.”

 

 


There were no games this time with denials and papers found in the trash. As I was making my first pass of the shift, Kris came to her door and waved a little stack of folded papers. I walked by without quite looking at her and snatched them up, slipping them into my leg pocket.

I wanted to read it right away, but suppressed the urge. Instead I did my usual sweep at lights out, though I skipped walking the halls of the solitary confinement cells up on the third floor. Then I checked in at the security center. The short guard with the complex, who had just started last week and whose name I had never even learned, was at the security monitors. Right away he wanted to start talking, specifically about the little drones we had that deliver meals to the solitary confinement cells. They weren’t all that special, as basic robots go, but he was impressed and had apparently been reading up on them and wanted to disgorge that information at someone.

It made me think I would have to wait until I got home to read the latest installment of Kris’ writing. Eventually though another guard, Shane, wandered in and got talking to the short guy, giving me a chance to slip across to the break room and read.

As much as I liked her latest entry, I was also left with an empty feeling. I found myself thinking about my expedition with Jim and Maggie. At the time I had been hopped up on rage and adrenalin, then right after I was wired and riding on frayed nerves. In the days since I had avoided thinking about it at all. The whole experience was so surreal and outside my ordinary routine that it felt like something from a dream. I had gunned done some people. Maybe, I might not have hit them, it was hard to say. I had definitely watched some people blown apart by sniper fire.

It seemed like it should have felt traumatic, which I would have thought meant crying and morose mopping or something. Instead I felt sort of empty, incomplete, like I had forgotten to do something and would be kicking myself in a few days when I at last remembered and it was too late to do whatever I had meant to do. Or perhaps it was more like a feeling that I had screwed something up, big time, something I would not have a chance to fix, yet for some reason I could not remember what that something was. I wondered if that’s what trauma always feels like.

Rather than stew in these thoughts, I got up and went to make another sweep of the cell block. I was just moving down the hall to the main security door when the explosion happened.

Had I not been involved in a firefight less than a week earlier I might have thought the initial sound was thunder or some other distance, inconsequential noise. Instead my nerves were still on edge enough that I bolted up then started to duck down, diving for cover in an alcove, before realizing there was nothing going on. I looked around but was alone in the hall.

I headed back to the security center. Here I found the whole south wing’s security shift, five of us in total, gathered around, their backs to the bank of camera monitors while they watched a news stream on the main television, its volume not on mute such that it filled the room with more noise than I was used to.

“Did you guys hear that?” I asked.

“Hear what?” The short guard asked. He spun back around to the security feeds while I came to look over his shoulder. Both of us scanned through the screens, looking for something happening, but there was no movement on any of them.

“Have you seen this Greg?” Shane asked.

“What now?”

He pointed to the television. The news stream had footage of burning buildings, a shot so ubiquitous these days that the news event could have been anything.

“There’s a riot,” Shane said.

“Where?”

“Downtown.”

“Why?”

“I guess people heard the government has a cure for GTV and went to demand that they release it, and the governor might declare martial law.”

“They’re rioting in Memphis and New Orleans too.” The sandy-haired guard was a constant jerk, to guards and prisoners alike, and I cringed a little at just his presence in the conversation.

“There were outbreaks of GTV in those cities earlier today,” Shane said.

In the news I had seen there had been cases of GTV being reported across the country for the past week, so it was unclear to me why these riots had started now.

“I heard,” the short guy at the monitor screens said, “that the cure is kept stockpiled here, in the black ward.”

“That’s bullshit,” the sandy-haired guard said.

“I believe it. You ever been over there?”

“Even if they had a cure it would be in blue ward. That’s where they make the super drugs and stuff.”

While they spoke I had meandered over to the window to peer out the blinds. “Uh, guys,” I stammered, than rather try to say more I just pulled the blinds open.

Outside we had a direct view across a wide courtyard to the so-called east wing, though its position made it more southeast. It appeared parts of it were on fire. Bits of sporadic flames lashed out of random windows. Beyond the east wing, blocked from our line of sight but at the location we all knew to be blue ward, there was a more substantial fire. We could see it above east wing, a roiling fireball that looked like it must have consumed the entire structure. From what I could see it looked like the blaze was in danger of spreading, or maybe had already spread, to the core.

“Oh shit,” Shane said. Everyone moved to open other blinds, gathering around the windows. We all stared out at the scene of fire obscured by the tall east wing.

“Someone should call central,” Frank, the old and useless guard, said.

The short guy at the computers picked up the nearby phone. It was an archaic looking thing, set on a dedicated, internal, hard-wired phone network. He pushed the button for the central security station in the core building.

I watched him as he became puzzled, hit the button again, scowled. “It’s dead.” He tried other buttons but then shook his head. “Phone is dead.”

Now the confusion started to spread. “Should we send someone over there?” Shane asked.

“Over to the fire?” sandy-hair asked.

“No, over to central.”

“Maybe we should go over to the fire,” the short guy said. “They might need some help.”

“We’re suppose to stay at our posts unless told otherwise,” Frank said.

“But we can’t be told otherwise cause the line to central is dead.” The short guy gestured with the dead phone receiver.

“I think we should check out the blue ward,” sandy-hair said.

“Why?” I asked him.

“Because if they really have a cure there we could grab some for ourselves.”

“Maybe that’s why it’s on fire,” Shane said. “Somebody else got that idea.”

“You think this is related to the riots?” the short guard asked.

“It can’t be a coincidence.”

“All the more reason to go over there,” the sandy-haired guard said.

“We would get fired if we did that though. Maybe arrested.”

“Not if they don’t know. We slip in and take some in the confusion. That’s probably why somebody started the fire, to cover their tracks.”

“Or somebody tried to take the cure,” Frank said, “and somebody else tried to stop them and it turned into some gunfight.”

“Do we even know there’s a cure over there?” I asked.

“There’s gotta be,” the sandy-haired guard said.

“Dude,” Shane said, “do you even know anybody with GTV?”

“No, but it’s spreading, obviously. Might need something for it in the future, and if the government is holding out on us . . .”

“If we don’t need it we could sell it,” Frank said, “it’d probably be worth a lot of money.”

All of us fell silent after this comment, letting it hang over the room. When I had started this job a few months ago this sort of discussion would have sounded insane, but somewhere along the way that had shifted. Maybe it was my own recent experience with separatists and bandits, but the whole notion seemed reasonable.

“Look,” sandy-hair said, “why don’t we go over there and check it out, find out what’s really going on, then we can decide what to do.”

“I’m gonna go find somebody in central,” the short guy said.

“You’re gonna roll us?”

“No, no, just to try to find out what’s going on.”

“It’s all just talk,” Frank said, “we haven’t done anything.”

This brought a deep, loaded pause on the conversation. Shane cleared his throat, but then did not follow up with anything.

“Fuck it, I’m going over there,” sandy-hair said. “Y’all can come with me or not.”

With that he left the room, leaving the rest of us staring blankly. A second later Frank moved to join him.

“I’m going over to central,” the short guy said. “Let ‘em know the line is dead.”

“How about you Greg?” Shane asked me.

“I’ll wait here. Somebody’s gonna man this place.”

“Alright. You take the console, I’ll go make the rounds.”

They both took off while I sat down in front of the bank of monitors. On them I saw the rest of the guards. Sandy-hair and Frank hiked through the cell blocks to the southernmost entrance, apparently planning to circle around the east wing outside to get to the fire, rather than taking the more monitored route through the core.

Elsewhere the short guard badged himself through the doorway leading to the long hall that connected us to the core, and in so doing passed beyond the sight of my cameras. I could still see Shane though as he moved through the complex, sauntering along as if it were a normal night.

As far as I could tell on the screens it in fact was a normal night. There was no other activity in the halls beyond Shane. Often I might see Noah puttering around here this time of night, but he was absent, perhaps busy with whatever emergency was happening elsewhere.

I watched Shane as he passed through the cafeteria. Something must have caught his eye because he stopped suddenly, then walked over to the windows. I saw him peek out the blinds, then open them and crane his neck to look down the length of the building, then at last open the window itself. He tried to stick his head out for a better view, but the windows did not open that wide.

I got up myself to head over to the windows again, to see what he might be seeing, but he was on the other side of the wing from me. Outside it looked like the fire in the east wing was growing, but at the same time I saw water puddles on the ground in the courtyard. In the light reflected off the water I could see ripples that were my only indication of a light rain starting.

When I sat back down at the monitors Shane was no longer at the windows. I caught sight of him quickly on another monitor, running down the hall. A little bit of panic rose in me, but I stayed there, watching the screens, tracking Shane as he came back to our end of the building, passed the locker room, and at last burst back into the control center where I sat.

“Dude! The core is on fire!”

I just stared at first. “Really?”

“I can totally see it, it’s at the top of the damn thing. Something exploded in there while I was watching, took out part of the front face.”

“Damn.”

With that he turned to leave. “Wait, where are you going?” I asked.

“I’m getting the fuck out of here.”

“You’re just leaving?”

“Fuck yes. I don’t know about you but they don’t pay me enough to put up with this kind of shit.”

“It’s a fire though.” I don’t quite know what I meant by this. “I mean, they’re not asking us to do anything dangerous.”

“They’re asking us to sit here until we die. Or go fight it.”

“Isn’t the fire department gonna come fight it?”

“Dude, the fire department doesn’t come out this far! The only people to fight this thing are rent-a-cop guards and dipshit contractors like us. You can go fight that inferno tower with some piss-ass fire extinguisher if you want, but I’m bailing. This job ain’t worth it.”

With that he was gone. I watched him on the monitors, moving at a dead run as he headed out the same way the others had.

Then I was alone, without even someone to watch on the screens. I had always felt that the security operation around here was a little ragged, a little haphazard, a little unorganized, but I had never thought it would dissolve just like that. I wondered how many of those guys were like the Fischers, scrounging together paychecks and charity and food grown in their yards to get themselves through each winter, or else maybe were like me except with a wife and kids crammed together into a quarter of a single-family house and worrying about falling behind on rent.

Then again, I also had the impression south wing was the place to stick new guys, nepotistic incompetents, and pity VA hires like me. Maybe the more professional people elsewhere in the complex were getting everything under control.

I picked up the dedicated line to check again, just in case, but found it was still dead. I turned around to the television, its volume muted again, but the news stream was still going on about riots downtown.

Looking back at the monitor screens I realized anew that I was all alone. That is, I was the only security guard present in the wing, with communication cut off and people elsewhere in the facility obviously distracted.

Unbidden my mind thought of Logan. A former army guy, working with local ‘cops,’ trying to get by, taking what unsavory work he could. He had seen an opportunity to, I’m not quite sure what, be something more than a bandit perhaps, but whatever, he saw it and didn’t hesitate. He shot that bandit leader before he could even finish his threatening countdown.

I was still thinking this was a stupid idea I should never be considering even as I went ahead and carried it out.

A set of master keys hung from a post near the control room door. I got these and came back to the console. Off to one side, away from the built in keyboard that could adjust the cameras and switch around the screen displays, there was a red button covered by a locked red cap. It was meant for emergencies; pressing it would unlock every cell in the wing. We were only suppose to press it in the event of a fire, and then only if ordered.

But I suppose there was a fire, and the chain of command had been cut.

I unlocked the cover, flipped it back. The button looked like something that might launch a nuclear missile. A slammed it down with my palm.

A siren started going off, piercing but muffled by distance. Without thinking, except to note that this was still a stupid idea, I walked over to where the master fuse box was mounted on the far wall. Opening this I killed the power to the main server rack that sat behind the monitor screens. All the screens flickered and died. Then I shrugged to myself and killed the rest of the power to the building.

The control room went dark, lit now only by the red glow of an emergency light spilling in from the corridor and by some flood light mounted on the east wing that was coming through the window. I went back over to the monitors and server racks, picked up my rifle, flicked off the safety, and opened fire.

Bit of spark and smoke flew up as I sprayed rounds indiscriminately into the computers. Maybe this was an unnecessary step, but I liked the idea that sometime later anybody investigating would not know what I, or any of the other guards, had done tonight.

I went out into the corridor and discovered that pressing the big red button had also activated the overhead sprinklers. It was at this point that I realized this was all a really stupid idea.

I took off in a run. Beyond the locker room the hall was blocked by a barred door that required a security card to get through, except like the cells it had unlocked for the emergency. I flung it aside, rushed through a little lobby sort of area to the stairs, and bounded up to the second floor.

The sprinklers soaked me as I dashed down the long hallway. Through the water and darkness I could not tell if there were prisoners already fleeing, but nothing impeded me as I went. Around a corner I continued on through the darkness, right up to her door. It still looked closed in the split second I had to observe before crashing into it, flinging the thing open.

For whatever reason there were no sprinklers or emergency lights in the cells, so I emerged from the deluge to stand at the threshold, peering into darkness.

Kris stepped forward into the thin bit of light the came through the doorway. It made her look unnatural, like she was an alien or a spirit bathed in a red glow, yet she managed to stare at me with that same intractable stare.

I started to speak, but stammered. It felt like I should say something epic here. “I’ve come to rescue you . . . my lady.”

“You’ve come to rescue me?”

It sounded skeptical, like an accusation. “Um, I mean, uh, if you’re interested, and um, with your consent, I would like to rescue you.”

This got her to crack a smile. “Thank you. Let’s go.”

She was right behind me as we barreled back out into the corridor. I was heading for a stairwell at the end of the hall that would drop us down to the same far exit that the other security guards had gone through earlier.

Now though we started to encounter other prisoners. A pair of women emerged from the sprinkler mist, moving at a run but almost tripping as they came to a halt right in front of me.

“Go, go!” I waved my arm for them to head the other way.

Whether it was my direction of the mere sight of a security guard they both spun around and ran off, disappearing into the darkness.

“Kris!”

Both of us had slowed down at the sight of those first women and now stopped at this sound. A nearby cell door was pulled open and a short, stocky woman stepped out. “Kris, what’s going on?”

“Jailbreak. Come on.”

Rather than say anything I just turned and continued. We reached the stairwell and got some relief from the sprinklers. I had not realized how cold the water was until we got out of it and a chill seeped into me.

I spared a glance back at the two women behind me as I bound down the flight of stairs. Bursting out of the stairwell I arrived at the exit and found myself almost colliding with a group of men coming down the hall.

We all stopped to look at each other. There were three of them of varying sizes.

“Greg?”

When I heard the voice I realized these were the trio I sometimes chatted with, the ones who always asked for football updates. I could not recall any of their names.

“Come on,” I said, and headed for the exit.

Getting outside I had hoped to have some relief from cold water being poured on me, but once we were through the doors I remembered that it was raining, with more intensity than when I had checked out the window earlier.

The prisoners coming behind me were all now treated to their first view of the east wing on fire, and I suppose their first hint of the scale of what was happening. I realized they had all come to a stop. I hesitated too, considering our options. From here we could make a direct line toward the far end of the east wing, circling around that to the also blazing blue ward and the gate leading out to the parking lot beyond. The east wing still had power though and its floodlights were still on. We would be moving right through their pools of bright light if we took that route.

“This way,” I said, and turned to head straight south, in a direct line toward the outer fence. There were towers with lights out there as well, but something, I suspected my own killing of the south wing power, had taken out those lights. We ran headlong into darkness.

“Where are we going?” Kris asked.

“We’ll loop around to the main gate.” It occurred to me as a I said it that I had no idea what kind of presence I would find at the main gate.

The rain picked up as we went, becoming comparable to the sprinklers. I was soaked and developing a side ache. We moved in a big loop, circling around the east wing but keeping our distance from it. As we came around we got a full view of what was happening at the blue ward. The whole thing was consumed in flame. I saw flashing lights and a series of fire trucks gathered around the other end of the ward. They looked pathetic in their inadequacy against the fire.

“Look over there,” the girl who had joined us said.

She was pointing off into the darkness, and I stopped to find what she had spotted. Along the outer perimeter a tree, growing outside the complex, had fallen. It had hit the fifteen foot chainlink fence that marked the perimeter. The fence had caught it, but a section was now bent down and inward around the tree.

“Come on,” I said, and headed that way.

The storm continued to gain in strength, wind whipping behind me, as we got up to where the tree was cradled on the chainlink. The fence top here was just taller than me, though still topped with razor wire. I pulled out the multitool I always carry, gripped the razor wire with the pliers at the point where the tree had broken it, and pulled a length away. Then I grabbed the top of the fence and pulled myself up, scrambling my legs up onto the tree and coming to stand with one foot on the trunk and the other on the canted section of chainlink.

It was a precarious spot even without the wind and storm around me. “Come on,” I waved for the others to follow. Looking back I realized there were only four people following me. “What happened to, uh . . .”

“Walt?” one of the men said. “He ran off that way.”

I thought about this, but could only shrug. I knelt down and helped pull each person up onto the angled fence. With each one the damaged fence shook and seemed like it might give way and finish collapsing. Which, I realized, might hurt in the fall but would make getting out even easier.

The fence held though as we made our way along the lower part of the tree trunk to arrive at the edge of the light wood that grew just south of the complex. “Keep moving,” I said, waving the others forward.

“Where are we going?” the other girl asked me.

“Away from here.”

We ran onward, in short order losing sight of Spiderhead, the fire, and most everything else as we plunged into darkness. Rain and wet plants lashed against me. Up ahead I spotted lights and realized they were streetlights on the side road that led up to the Spiderhead main entrance.

“Should we head for that road?” Kris asked.

I considered this but did not like the idea. I was beginning to get annoyed at whoever had come up with this whole stupid idea in the first place. “Keep moving that way,” I said, pointing parallel to the road. Where the road to Spiderhead branched off from a more substantial street there was a neighborhood of abandoned strip malls and warehouses which, I figured, was what we ought to head toward.

I continued forward at a run, not looking back. We emerged from the trees into a muddy field and crossed that to a loading dock behind an abandoned store. Down an alley we emerged into a parking lot lit by nearby streetlights. There was an awning here where we at last took cover from the rain.

Behind me four people wearing bright orange prison jumpsuits, soaked through, stood shivering. I had left my own jacket back in the locker room, but at least the bullet-proof jacket and fatigues I wore were more than paper thin.

“What now?” Kris asked. Despite her shaking from the cold her voice was rock steady.

I fumbled in a pocket and pulled out my mobile. It was turned off, kept that way because of how fast its ancient battery drained. While it powered up I started to ponder if the cheap service I had would even get a signal out here, and if not where we ought to head to try to get one. Once the mobile was on though I saw that I did have signal and so moved on to the problem of who I was going to contact.

At first I thought of going for an autocab service, but it occurred to me they probably would not come all the way out here and in any event we would be recorded on the onboard camera, to be traced by investigators later. I had no idea how thorough the manhunt for these escapees would be, given how many others might have gotten out as well, but I did not like the risk. Instead I went for the phone function.

“Jim.” I figured I had maybe three phone calls before my battery died, so I was elated when he answered. “Jim, I need some help. Can you give me a ride?”

“Do you need money for a cab?”

“It’s not that.” I glanced at the prisoners I had ‘rescued’. “I would prefer not to use a cab.”

“Hmmm. Where are you?”

I explained my location. “I’ve got four people with me who need a ride as well.”

“Hmmm.”

“I’m sorry to call like this, but it’s an emergency.”

“Oh, don’t worry, we’ll figure out something. Just, it might take some time.”

“We’ll wait.”

As I put the mobile back in my pocket I realized the escapees were all staring at me.

“So what’s happening?” the other girl asked.

 “We’re gonna get a ride to a safe place.”

“Is that your entire plan?”

“I don’t really have a plan. This was sort of improvised. Entirely improvised.”

“Seriously?”

“Cut him some slack Veronica,” Kris said, “he just broke us out of prison.”

“It doesn’t do us any good if we’re arrested twenty minutes later.”

“We’re not gonna get arrested,” I said. “They’ve got plenty of other problems to deal with up there. Let’s just get somewhere they can’t see us from the road.”

We dashed across the parking lot to an abandoned gas station. The front glass windows were smashed in, allowing us to enter. Inside there was nothing but empty shelves and walls marked with long cuts where the copper wire had been torn out.

The others sat down around the counter while I took up position by one of the windows, crouched down and peering out, my gun at the ready.

“I hope you didn’t rescue us just as an excuse to play army,” Veronica said.

Kris smacked her on the shoulder and gave her that ineluctable stare, prompting Veronica to fold her arms and shut up.

We waited there for over an hour. At one point I saw a convoy of vehicles, perhaps military but in the dark they just looked like a line of headlights, come up the road and turn off toward Spiderhead. Otherwise there was just a few cars passing, the distant lights of the highway a few hundred yards away, and the rain.

At last a vehicle came up the road and turned into the parking lot of the abandoned warehouse. I thought it was a bus at first, but as it passed near a streetlight I realized it was an RV. In particular it was Lucas’ RV, the one from Jim and Maggie’s driveway that I thought was never going to move again.

“I believe this is our ride.”

I stepped out into the rain, the others hesitant to follow. The RV pulled up next to us and the driver side window rolled down. Jim was sitting in the driver’s seat.

“Nice night,” he said. I ushered the others aboard.

Lucas was sitting in the little seat behind the driver. He scowled at the escapees as they crammed in around the little kitchen table. I moved forward to sit next to Jim.

“Where to?” he asked.

“Home. I guess.”

He shot a glance back but then started driving. We all sat there in silence as the big vehicle got back onto the frontage road and lumbered up to speed.

“So what the hell is this?” Lucas asked.

“It’s a uh,” I turned to face him, “it’s a jailbreak.”

“Fuck! I knew it.”

“The orange outfits gave us away, didn’t they?” Veronica said.

“Fuck. What the fuck man?” Lucas focused his ire on me. “You fucking just had to use the Beast to transport fugitives. This is just fucking great.”

“The Beast?” Veronica asked.

“That’s what we call her,” Jim leaned forward to pat the dashboard, “and Lucas, until you pay me back for fixing her up, she’s partly mine too.”

“I didn’t realize you guys had got it working,” I said.

“Guy in our church group, I think you met him, he got us a deal on some new tires. Besides that it was just a matter of patching up the radiator and . . .”

“Fuck, Jim, are you not worried about this?” Lucas said. “We’ve got wanted criminals riding with us.”

“I don’t think they’re wanted quite yet,” I said. “Nobody probably has even realized we’re missing.”

“We’re not criminals either,” Veronica said. This got all of us staring at her. “We were prisoners. We’re not criminals.”

“You were just in jail with all the other innocent people.” Despite the blast of sarcasm from Lucas this got a nod.

“Yes. That was exactly the case.”

“Oh, you’re gonna tell me you were all wrongly imprisoned by the unjust system? You,” he pointed to one of the men, the shorter one who had only half a seat in the crammed little booth. “What were you in prison for?”

“Well,” he said, and drew a deep breath. “I was arrested in the state of North Carolina for being a homosexual.” The flat delivery in his voice focused our attention.

“That’s all,” Lucas at last said.

“At the trial the charges were sodomy and contributing to public degeneracy, which they made a crime in North Carolina a few years ago.”

“So how’d you end up in Ohio?”

“At first they put us all in a rehabilitation center that they made sure to never call a prison. After a while that got too crowded and some of us got moved to the state prison. Then that got crowded and the state paid the feds to take some of us, so I got transferred here. That was about six months ago.”

Lucas could only sit and stare. “What about you?” he said to the other man. “What did you do?”

“I, um,” he glanced about, nervous. “Are we all planning to stick together? Because I think that’s our best chance, after escaping, instead of all splitting up the first chance we get.”

“First things first,” Lucas said, “why were you in prison?”

“I agree,” Veronica said. “We should stick together. At least the four of us.”

“Greg will stick with us too,” Kris said.

I turned back around in my seat. “One thing at a time. Let’s just get home, we can work things out there.”

“If we’re gonna stick together I think we should introduce ourselves,” the nervous guy said. “I’m Ian.”

“Crazy Ian,” the shorter guy said.

“I’m not crazy.”

“Crazy enough to be called that. I’m Grant.”

Kris reached out to shake their hands, introducing herself, Veronica, and me.

“Yeah, yeah,” Lucas said, “so now that’s out of the way, why the fuck were you in prison?”

“Oh, I don’t know that there was a real reason. I was arrested right after the President’s Day bombing. I was living in Florida at the time and I had given money to some environmental charities, and so, ya know, they arrested everybody in that big dragnet. I’ve been held without trial ever since. Ten years now. They keep bouncing me around from prison to prison all around the country. Never let me talk to a lawyer or decide what to do to me.”

“Nobody gets held without trial that long,” Lucas said, “that’s just fake news bullshit.”

“I got held that long. I’m pretty sure I know what happened to me.”

“Whatever. What about you two?”

“I, uh,” Kris said, “I’d rather not talk about it.”

“Yeah, me too,” Veronica said.

“Oh, convenient. So you guys really are criminals. What did you do? What’s this crime you don’t like thinking about?”

“We said we don’t want to talk about it,” Veronica said.

“Well I do wanna talk about it. You’re riding in my Beast, you’re gonna answer my fucking questions.”

“She said she didn’t fucking wanna talk about it!” Without thinking I found myself raising me voice.

“My RV, my rules. They can get out and walk if they don’t like it.”

“It’s not your RV anymore,” Jim said.

“You’re gonna pull that shit now? It’s mine enough. It’s more mine than theirs, if they don’t like it . . .”

“Shut the fuck up Lucas or you’ll be the one walking,” I said.

“Oh, you’re gonna get tough now huh. Gonna pick a fight big guy?”

He was on his feet, as much so as one could be in the available space. So was I, stockier and taller than him. I was about to body check him into the little sink counter when Kris cried out.

“Stop! Okay, okay, I’ll tell you, just please don’t fight.”

I glanced at her, met Lucas’ stare again, then sat back down. “Sorry,” I said to Kris.

“It’s okay. I’ll tell you. I was arrested because I had an abortion.”

“So you did commit a crime,” Lucas said. It was obvious Kris was holding back tears, and this comment made me want to punch him even more.

“It wasn’t at the time. It was in Indiana, actually, where I was living, but I drove to Chicago. I just got the pills, over the counter, and drove home.”

“So if it wasn’t illegal why did they arrest you?”

“Well, because,” she glanced away, wiping a tear. “My lawyer said it was a post facto law. He said it’s like a war crime, it doesn’t matter where you were or, or if it was legal at the time, they could still prosecute you.” She paused, leaving us unsure if she would continue.

“This is gonna be a sob story about you being raped or something isn’t it?”

“No. No, it isn’t.” She sat up a little and looked up at him. “If it’s so important that you know I was working for an escort service. The father was, he was a man I didn’t like and never expected to see again.”

“So bottom line is you did commit a crime and ended up in jail because of it.”

She just stared at him, her typical, burrowing stare.

“No comment?”

“No. If that’s the only thing you can see then there’s nothing else I can say. The only part I regret is getting caught, which would never had happened except,” she paused again, this time sitting up and composing herself. “Well, whatever, now you know why they arrested me.”

“Hmph. What about you? You ready to share now?”

“Why is it so important that you know?” Veronica asked.

“Because it is. If you get to do what you want with your body I get to make the rules in my RV. Why were you in jail?”

“Because I purchased supplies on the black market and helped ferry them west to give to Resistance forces in the Free Pacific States.”

“Really?” I blurted out the question.

“So you are an actual criminal,” Lucas said.

“No, I am not. Have you been listening? You just heard about all these people being in jail for political crimes, people who got arrested for things that never would be illegal in a free country, and you still think the government is the good guys? I was arrested for helping to fight the tyrants that imprisoned these guys. If that’s wrong than there’s no such thing as right!”

“So you’re whole defense is that you don’t like the laws you broke?”

“Can you pull over and let me out? I’d rather walk in the rain that ride in this idiot’s RV.”

“No one’s walking in the rain,” I said. “Lucas, shut the fuck up.”

“Fuck you Greg, this is . . .”

“It’s not your RV,” Jim said, the rise in his voice catching me off guard. Unlike Lucas I’d never seen him get mad. “So unless you’re gonna pony up what you owe me, you can either keep quiet or you’ll be walking yourself.”

Without looking back I could tell Lucas was stammering for a comeback, but in the end he said nothing. We drove along in silence. I listened to the pounding rain and the beat of the windshield wipers and felt the weight of the evening start to settle.

After the whole firefight with the highway bandits I had felt almost catatonic, thinking about a bunch of things, like the fact I may have shot some people and whether it was self-defense and the repercussions and fallout either way and about getting through the checkpoints and all that, except not thinking about any of it in a coherent manner. This time I had violated a lot more laws, in a much more malicious and premeditated way. Yet I did not feel at all frazzled. I’d freed a bunch of political prisoners. I was reminded of going into the former North Korean state for the first time, seeing the people there come out to greet the convoys and tanks rolling down their streets, and for the first time in years I felt a certain, rising, idealistic optimism.

*     *     *

Back home the Beast was returned to its usual spot and the escapees gathered in my living room. I entered to find the girls huddled under blankets on the couch against the room’s chill. Grant was standing in front of the television, watching a news stream, and Crazy Ian was messing with something at the little kitchenette.

“So Jim and Maggie had some old clothes that belonged to their kids,” I said, holding up the bundle I brought with me. “Bathroom is upstairs if anybody wants a shower.”

“I don’t suppose there’s a plan,” Veronica said.

“Jim is making some phone calls. He’s got something. We’ll stay here tonight, head out first thing in the morning.”

“We?” Kris asked.

“Well, if you like you’re all free to go, I suppose.”

“But you’re coming with us?”

“I’ve had a recent and unexpected change in employment that will make paying rent on this place problematic and also puts me in a precarious situation with regards to local authorities.” I managed to say all this smoothly, without a stammer, but then found myself hesitating. “So yes, um, that was my plan, unless you don’t want me to.”

“Is there a long term plan?” Veronica asked.

“I don’t know, do you have any suggestions?”

“You have contacts out west right?” Kris asked of Veronica.

“That’s what I was hinting at,” she said. “It’s where I plan to go, but it won’t be easy.”

“We can discuss it tomorrow once we get to the safe house,” I said.

“Have you guys seen this?” Grant asked.

I circled around the couch for a better view of the television. It was a news stream covering the riots downtown. “Yeah,” I said. “That’s how all this got started.”

“What do you mean?”

“There was some kind of riot or something at Spiderhead. A big fire got started in one of the other wings.”

“A prisoner riot?”

“No, I don’t think so. Maybe. At the time I thought it was guards who thought there was a cure for GTV in one of the wards so they went to claim it for themselves, but in truth I have no idea what really happened. I just sort of acted, ya know.”

“What is GTV?”

“Genetic Toxin Virus. Supposedly it’s like a, um,” I stuttered trying to think of a response. “It’s like a war virus that the military tried to use against the Chinese and it got out of hand.”

“Against the Chinese?”

“Yeah.”

“We’re at war with China?”

“You didn’t know?”

“I thought we were at war with Russia.”

“It’s both,” Veronica said, “and some others. We’re taking on all-comers. It’s another brilliant move by our country’s genius leadership.”

“China joined the war like a couple years ago,” I said.

Grant shrugged. “They didn’t tell us anything. Unless we asked a guard and he felt like talking to us.”

“So did you know about this whole Resistance thing?”

“I heard about that. Some of the new guys that came in were supposedly part of it. Everyone kept going on about escaping and heading west. Or heading to New England, but they all said that would be harder because there were more, I don’t know, military guys in the way.”

“New England isn’t taking people in, not without the right papers,” Veronica said. “It’s part of the legal fiction they have with the federal government. Our best hope is to head west.”

“Okay,” Crazy Ian said, “if anybody is hungry there is spaghetti without sauce, or I’ll make you a sandwich.”

“Where did you get spaghetti?” I asked.

“You had some,” he gestured to a cabinet. “You said to make ourselves at home.”

“I don’t think he meant it literally,” Veronica said.

“Oh. Well I’ve been locked up for a while so I’m a little out of the loop. Does literally still not literally mean literally but instead mean excessively?”

“Probably.”

“Whatever,” I said. “I’m hungry. Thanks Ian.”

“Crazy Ian.”

“You’re embracing the nickname?” Grant said as we all headed over to the little kitchenette corner.

“If you’re gonna use it then you’re gonna use it. No going half-ass on this.”

*     *     *

I slept fitfully that night in my rotting recliner and was awakened in the pre-dawn hours by an incessant knocking on my door. As I stirred and looked around the memory of the previous night came rushing back, almost with enough force to knock me out again. I shifted and sat up in my chair.

The knocking had not aroused anybody else, but it continued, forcing my mind back to the present. With a stiff groan I got out of my recliner and shuffled passed Crazy Ian asleep on the couch.

I was about to open the door when I thought twice, went back to my chair, grabbed my rifle. I came back to the door and thought twice again, wondering what I would do if police or GSA agents were on the other side. Did I want to die right now, gunned down by federal forces while wearing ratty old pajamas? Or I could let them take me alive and ship me off to some version of Spiderhead. I raised my rifle and pressed myself against the door.

“Who is it?” I said at a normal tone.

“It’s Will. Will Lindquist.”

I had to pause while I remembered who that was. “Pastor Will?”

“Yeah. Can I come in?”

I opened the door. The young churchman, dressed in ill-fitting flannel, stepped in and looked about the converted garage.

“I understand you had a little trouble last night.”

“I think I got some people out of trouble last night. But not entirely, so we could use some help.”

“We?”

“I’m in the same boat as them.”

Will looked askance at me. “Would returning be too risky?”

“Returning to work?” I considered this for the first time. “Yeah, it would. There would be some uncomfortable questions I couldn’t answer.”

He nodded. “That’s a shame. Having somebody on the inside at Spiderhead would have been useful down the road.”

“I don’t know how much of Spiderhead is left. Last I saw the main building was on fire.”

“All the news had was a statement that there was an accident that burned down part of the complex.”

Our conversation had roused Crazy Ian. He came around the couch to stand, clear-eyed, in front of the pastor. “Crazy Ian,” he stuck out his hand. “Are you our ride to a safe house?”

“I, uh, yes, I am. I can get you somewhere safe for the time being. Probably best if we get rolling right away.”

Outside Pastor Will had a white van with a cross in an oval painted on the side. We climbed into the back, which turned out to be filled with old books and clothes.

“It’s our donation van,” Will said as he got into the front seat and activated the self-driving system. “If you need any warm clothes feel free.”

The escapees were all dressed in il-fitting sweaters and jeans, but none of them moved to start rifling through the boxes. I had ripped off the security patch from my fatigues but was otherwise dressed for work, complete with the bulletproof vest and rifle. I had packed a bag last night without ever quite reflecting I may never return to this place.

“If anybody has a mobile you should turn it off now,” Will said. “Just in case they’re tracking anybody.”

I got out my own mobile to check that it was still powered down. “Mobile?” Ian asked.

“Your mobile phone. Smart phone. Smart device. Anything like that.”

“We don’t have anything like that,” Veronica said. “We just got out of prison.”

The van drove us as if we were headed to Pastor Will’s church, back in toward the city. As we got on the freeway I started to get apprehensive.

“Were you affected by the rioting last night?” I asked.

“Not so far,” Will said.

“It’s still going on?”

“The mayor declared a state of emergency lasting through tomorrow morning.”

“Where are we headed?” Veronica asked.

“It’s the house of one of my congregation. It’s a safe neighborhood, don’t worry. He’ll put you up for a few days.”

“Are we gonna have to pass through a checkpoint to get there?” I asked.

“Yes. Don’t worry though, it’ll be fine. Maybe hide that rifle. Or actually, no, act like you’re security. Security volunteer.”

“You sure it’ll be fine after last night?”

“Didn’t have any trouble on my way out.”

The highway checkpoint had an excruciating wait. It was one of those car lines where we had to turn the engine off and put the vehicle in neutral, pushing it along when the line crept forward and applying the emergency brake to stop. Anything else, leaving the engine running or even turning it on and off to move forward, would have meant running out of fuel before we reached the front of the line.

The sun was breaking above the horizon when we at last reached the actual checkpoint. The National Guardsmen manning it looked beleaguered. While I had never thought about it before I recognized now in their body language the same frail morale as security guards at Spiderhead. The slightest threat and this security checkpoint might just vaporize.

“Picked up some volunteers for the shelter,” Pastor Will explained as he handed his Real ID card to the guardsmen. I noted he had a plastic version, rather than pulling up an electronic ID on his mobile. I had heard, though it was all rumor, that the plastic ones were easier to fake, though by law the government still had to issue them instead of electronic ones on request.

The guardsmen scanned the card with some handheld sensor, stared at a little readout screen for an inordinate amount of time, then returned the ID card and patted the side of the van. “Alright. Have a good day father.”

As we drove off I watched the towers and out-buildings of the checkpoint slip out of site. “That was easy,” I said.

“Privileges of being a priest. Though I’m not actually a priest.”

“Maybe you should have come along on our little adventure a couple of weeks ago.”

“Explaining why a priest was driving an armored truck would have been complicated.”

We got off the highway into a neighborhood of hills and meandering side streets. A short ways up the road there was a former shopping complex that had been converted, I suspect in stages over time, into a strange new schizophrenic neighborhood.

The complex centered around an abandoned store or warehouse, or perhaps a building that had served both those purposes at different times over the last decade. Other store fronts expanded out from there to circle what had once been an expansive parking lot. Across the roofs of the stores was some new construction. The smaller store fronts were crowned with brick structures, two or three stories tall, that seamlessly continued the facade, making them look natural and quaint and a little bit like the crenelation of a castle. Conversely the central store was topped with a steel truss work, exposed in some places, onto which were attached a haphazard collection of wooden panels and asphalt roof tiles. It resembled some kind of elevated shanty town.

The parking lot itself had been converted into a park. It was a rough square, surrounded by the jagged edges where the pavement had been cracked and pulled up, but the park itself was pleasant, with trees and a fountain in the center.

The whole neighborhood had a chainlink fence blocking off access, though a gate in it stood open. There was a tower next to the gate that looked like it was assembled by dismantling and moving a power line tower, the big steel kind that usually run through wilderness areas. This tower had a stairwell that led up to a steel bridge spanning the main road we were driving on, across to an expansive bus terminal on the other side.

The self-driving system buzzed as it turned us into the strange little neighborhood.  Pastor Will took over the controls as we passed through the gate. We maneuvered around the little park to the far side of the parking lot. Here the land had been claimed by more makeshift housing. Trailers and RVs were set up on cinder blocks that were in turn reenforced or decorated in interesting ways. I saw one with the wheel wells filled with concrete chunks that spilled out to form little planters. Another had fans mounted to the axles that would spin when the wind blew. Some of the RVs had patches of concrete torn up next to them to allow for the planting of little gardens. Others had been partly encased in bricks along their sides, I suspect with a layer of insulation underneath.

Beyond all this we drove down a little alley that ran behind the storefronts and that was cluttered with the makeshift stairwells and supports that reenforced the new houses on top. This alley emerged into a narrow street. Only after a lot of staring did I realize this must have once been some kind of self-storage area.

Pairs of storage units were combined to form the bottom floor of town homes. Every other storage unit was now a garage, whose doors I imagined must have once been orange or red but were now painted in various earth tones. The other units became the front entrance to these row houses, the storage door removed and replaced with a bay window and a thin door. Atop these had been constructed second and third stories with gabled roofs and little front balconies that made the street seem cozy.

Pastor Will pulled to a stop right in front of one of the garage/storage unit doors. The sun was high enough now to cast light into the narrow valley of this street. “Here we are.”

All of us got out as Pastor Will went to unlock the front door. Inside was much nicer than my own converted garage, though insulation added to the interior walls made for the same cramped feeling. There was tile floor and wood paneling and a series of plastic, moveable storage closets along one wall. In the back was a steep stairway, much like the ladder that connected the main room and bed room in my place. Or rather, my former place.

To one side the door leading to the adjoining garage was left open. Looking over there I saw, dominating the available space, was the armored truck I had helped to procure. I was about to say something when Pastor Will started ushering us all forward. He locked the door behind us and proceeded up the stair-ladder.

At the top we emerged through a little hole into a different world. The house looked clean and rich and designed. Next to the tiled foyer, into which we had climbed, was an open kitchen with marble counter tops, and a hallway leading down to the front room and front patio.

“Anyone home?” Pastor Will continued on to the front room. It had a vaulted ceiling lined with eclectic artwork and a large central fireplace.

“Hello, hello.” As I arrived in the front room I saw a steep, narrow, tightly caged spiral staircase leading up to the third floor. Arriving at the bottom of this was Logan. “Whad up!” He held out his arms to Pastor Will, grabbing one of his hands in an overhand clasp as he pulled in the preacher for a hug. “You made it. Hey, Greg. Whad up my brother?”

I got the same treatment, a hand extended to shake instead used to grab me and pull me in for a hug. “I didn’t realize you were coming.” He held out a hand again, this time for a fist bump. “Hey, you were behind this, weren’t you?”

“I, um,” I stuttered and glanced away. “Yeah, I guess I was.”

“These must be the jailbirds. Welcome to the land of the free.”

He hugged everyone he was introduced to, though Veronica looked a little annoyed.

“So I didn’t expect to see you here either,” I said to him. “For that matter I didn’t expect our, uh, package to be here either.”

“Where else would we be?”

“I thought Ethan had somebody to take it west.”

“He did, but they had to bail. You knew that, I think. Anyway, I volunteered, but you know, gotta wait for the right time.”

“So in the meantime he just put you up in this swank pad?” I asked.

“Well, I don’t know if it’s all that swank, but yeah, he let me crash here.”

“Oh wait, is this Ethan’s place?”

“Yeah, what did you think?”

“I just didn’t put it together.”

“Well he’s gotten use to having one house guest so I’m sure he can adapt,” Logan smirked. “Probably not even the first time he’s put up fugitives.”

“So where is Ethan?” I asked.

“Work.”

“Where does he work?”

“A bank. High finance or something. Probably funneling money to banks out west controlled by the Resistance, but you didn’t hear that from me.”

As we talked the others had moved to check out the house. “So what is this place?” Crazy Ian asked, standing at the window overlooking the front patio.

“This house?” Logan asked.

“This neighborhood. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

Logan blinked as if he had been punched.

“He’s been in prison the last ten years,” I said.

“Oh. Oh yeah. Well, it’s a, um, it’s cheap housing. It’s housing close to the mass transit, and close enough to the city for mass transit to exist. It’s cheaper than the fuel it would take to commute anyway. Actually it’s really expensive housing. Relatively. It’s just that it’s cheaper, well, you get the idea.”

“Not sure that I do.”

“It’s someone’s solution to the housing crisis,” Veronica said to him. “Build extra housing on top of every building. It was all built for cheap, but any place with a good location gets bid up until it becomes super expensive.”

“Place doesn’t look cheap,” Crazy Ian said.

“After it gets bid up it gentrifies.”

“I use to work doing conversions like this,” I said. “Crowning, they call it.”

“Why’d you quit?” Logan asked.

“Company went bankrupt after the inflation last year.”

“Why is there a fence around the place?” Grant asked.

“Security,” Logan said. “Why else?”

“So this is like a gated community?”

“It is a gated community. The security guards get subsidized housing from the HOA or association or whatever neighborhood governing body they have. They’re a good bunch.”

“You’ve met them?” I asked.

“A lot of them are at the bar around the corner every night. I’ve talked to most of ‘em. You’d like ‘em Greg, there are a few vets. We drink it up. No big deal.”

“Is that a good idea?”

“Drinking is always a good idea.”

“Don’t you want to keep a low profile?” I asked. “Since you’ll be taking the, the truck west and all.”

“I’m not wanted for anything. Yet. Don’t worry about it, it’s all good.”

“If you say so.”

“Anybody here hungry?” Logan looked around. “I was gonna make lunch. You can get a shower, whatever, make yourselves at home.”

“I’m ready to go back to bed,” Grant said.

“Upstairs on the left. It’s gonna be a little cramped, somebody might have to sleep in the attic, so claim the best spots now, or organize some sort of fight tournament to get first dibs or however you guys work it out.”

“How long are we gonna be staying here?” Veronica asked.

“Well that depends,” Pastor Will said.

“On what?”

“On your intentions. You don’t have to stay here at all if you don’t want, you’re free people, you can leave whenever.”

“But?”

“If you’re looking for something longer term I have some rooms down at the church if you’re willing to help out. Or Ethan might have something for you.”

“We should wait until Ethan gets home,” Logan said with a clap of his hands. “In the meantime, if we’re all staying here we’re gonna need to stock up on food. What do you think Will? Market run? Market run?” Logan pointed to each of us as he asked, his ebullient energy making it seem less a question than a directive.

“I think we should keep a low profile if we can,” Veronica said.

“What market are you going to?” Crazy Ian asked.

“The one just over here,” Logan pointed back toward the front of this neighborhood.

Crazy Ian just stared blankly in response, his unnerving gaze seeming to directly annihilate against Logan’s enthusiasm.

“The big store out front?” Logan said. “You must have passed it on your way in.”

“I thought that was more houses.”

“No, it’s a store. Sort of a combination swap meet, farmer’s market, and distribution point to pick up stuff you order online. It’s one of those centralized locations that delivery services will actually deliver to nowadays.”

“Do they take credit at your market?” Will asked. “I don’t have much cash on hand.”

“I’ve got cash,” Logan said. “Ethan paid me up front.”

“Paid you?” Veronica asked.

“To take his armored car out west. Advanced me some money for the trip.”

“Do you want to be spending all that before you even leave though?” Will asked.

“Ethan ‘ll cover it,” Logan said.

“He will? We’re already asking him to put up refugees in his home.”

“Dude, Ethan is good for it. He’s in high finance.

Will paused, judging Logan’s expression. “Well, alright then. Market run it is.”

*     *     *

Ethan’s arrival back that evening was not a joyous occasion.

“Will. What the fuck?” He stood at the top of the stairs, disheveled suit, red power tie, exhausted and struggling to summon the indignation he wanted to project.

“I’m sorry. I thought you were okay with it when we talked last night.”

“When I was half asleep and I agreed to your plea because you said it was an emergency. Was there really no place for them to go? Weren’t they already at a safe place?”

“Jim didn’t think so. After the triumvirate had to bail on it he’s been worried.”

“The triumvirate?” I asked.

“I think you already met them.”

“Oh yeah. Why do you call them the triumvirate?”

“Well,” Will thought about it, then shrugged. “Just always have I guess.”

“So you couldn’t take these guys to the church?” Ethan asked, at last moving beyond the threshold to deposit his computer bag and mobile on the kitchen counter and slump onto one of the stools. “Or over to Emily’s or something?”

“Emily had to abandon her place after the riots last night. I’ve already got her and her husband staying at the church.”

“Can’t they go home now? The news said it’s been quiet all day.”

“They’re still worried. I am too. Also, this neighborhood is a little more sympathetic. I’m worried some of the business managers near the church are getting suspicious.”

“If they were suspicious they would have rolled us already.”

“Except they don’t trust the cops any more than they trust the Resistance.”

“That type huh?” Ethan sighed. “I suppose you’ll want to stay here as well.”

“Just for the night, if that’s alright.”

“Sure, why not?” Ethan let this out with a resigned sarcasm. “God, I need a drink. Where is Logan?”

“Out drinking,” I said.

“Want me to get you something?” Grant asked.

“Have you already raided my alcohol supply?”

“Logan said you were okay with it.”

“Hmph. Yeah. Why not? I’m Ethan, by the way. Welcome to my home.”

“Hope you don’t mind, I’m making dinner,” Crazy Ian said.

Ethan looked up across the kitchen counter, seeming to just realize Ian and Kris were at work cooking a substantial meal.

“Do I dare ask where you got all this food?” Ethan asked.

“Logan bought it.”

“Using the money I advanced him. So of course he’ll want more,” Ethan slumped back down, rubbing his forehead with one hand.

“If this really is too much of an inconvenience,” Will started to say.

“No. No.” Ethan waved him off. “No, it’s what I signed up for.”

“You’re already done way more than I ever could have asked.”

Ethan again waved for the pastor to stop, shaking his head. “No. I said I would do it and I will. I’m just stressed from work.”

“Are they suspicious?”

“They’ve been suspicious for a while. It’s,” he paused and glanced around at the small crowd occupying his kitchen. “I don’t really want to talk about it.” Ethan took a deep breath and sat up to address the room. “I’m sorry everyone. I don’t mean to be an ungracious host. Please, welcome, thank you for cooking dinner. It smells really good.”

“Thanks you,” Kris said. “It’s our first night as free people. We wanted to celebrate.”

This, at least, brought a weak smile to Ethan’s face. “I wasn’t kidding about that drink though.”

As Grant headed over to the alcohol cabinet, I also took the opportunity to slip out of the over-crowded, and stuffy, kitchen. In the big front room I settled in on the big couch.

I felt like the rush of what had happened the previous night had not yet caught up with me. I stared for a while at my duffel bag, which perhaps now contained all my possessions in the world, and felt both frightened and free. It made me uneasy, not knowing what I would be doing or where I would be going tomorrow, and I stewed on that for a while, questioning myself and what I had done. As I looked back though it felt like there was no other path I could have taken. Or at least, no other one I wanted to take.

The couch had a view out the big front windows, though all this did was face across at a similar line of makeshift town-homes, with a sliver of sky above. As I watched dusk fell across this narrow street. The setting sun sent red rays slantwise into the darkened front room, giving it a haunting look, like a remote forest glade.

“Greg, are you coming?” Kris called from the kitchen. Only when I heard this did I realize they had called me at least once before. I had been so lost in thought that it had slid right past me.

I meandered over to find the group crammed into the dining area with an impressive spread of food, like some Thanksgiving feast minus the turkey. There were too many of us to squeeze around the table. Crazy Ian spilled over to the kitchen counter, and I sat down to join him, reaching across to start gathering food on my plate even as I found myself listening in on the animated dinner conversation.

“It’s not that I don’t want to help,” Veronica said.

“I’m not trying to force this on anybody,” Pastor Will said. “This is not about you owing me some debt. If you owe anybody it’s Greg.”

“It’s not about that. I do want to help, it’s just,” she paused and trailed off. I turned to find she was staring at Kris. Slowly Veronica turned back to the pastor. “It’s just, I don’t believe in God.”

“Okay. I never said you had to.”

“But we’d be at this church of yours.”

“Yes. You don’t have to believe in God to come to our church. I don’t mind, I don’t think Ethan would mind, I don’t think Greg would mind.”

“I haven’t kicked you out of my house, right?” Ethan said.

“It’s not that,” Veronica said. Again she looked to Kris, as if expecting the other woman to add something, but Kris just watched passively. “I’m sorry, Pastor Will,” Veronica drew a deep breath to continue, “it’s just, I can’t speak for all the others, but for me it would feel pretty awkward.”

“You’d feel awkward in a church?”

“I’d feel awkward around a bunch of believers. I’d feel, I don’t know, maybe Kris feels different, but I’d just feel like I was intruding.”

“I’m the one inviting you in. It’s no intrusion at all. Look, Ethan, myself, Greg, Logan, we all know what you’ve been through. We’re all on the same side here, believers, atheists, gay, straight, black, white, we’re all fighting for the same freedom right?”

“I hope so.”

“You’re not convinced?”

“That’s not,” she paused and rubbed her forehead. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it like that.”

Pastor Will raised his eyebrows, waiting for her continue, but Veronica hesitated to say anything more.”

“Speaking for myself,” Kris said, “I don’t know if I want to be fighting for anything.”

“You want to run and hide?” Ethan asked.

“It’s not a judgement if you do,” Pastor Will was quick to add. “Like I say, I understand, maybe not fully understand, I empathize with what you’ve gone through, I don’t wanna ask you do something if you’re not ready.”

“I just think,” Veronica said, “that it would be better for us if we head west with Logan, help deliver your ‘package’ to the Resistance. I still know people in Colorado . . .”

“And that works fine for two of you,” Ethan said. “Remember, we only have paperwork for two people. Maybe we get Greg and another person along as guards, maybe, but anybody else, well, you wouldn’t fit in the truck first off, and you’d have to answer some serious questions at every checkpoint you came to.”

“Well we haven’t even heard from the others,” Kris said, turning toward the kitchen counter. “Ian, what do you wanna do?”

He looked up as if he had not been listening. “What do I wanna do?”

“Do you want to help the pastor? Or head west?”

“Which has the best chance of keeping me out of prison?”

Everyone at the table exchanged glances over this. “Both have their risks,” Ethan said.

“I’d like the least risky option please.”

“We could just cut you loose. If you want, that is. Run and hide, as Kris suggests.”

“I don’t know anybody in this city. I think I like this going west idea.”

“Well we can’t send all six of you. Unless you can procure another vehicle.”

“That will happen, eventually, I should say,” Pastor Will said. “I should have been clearer about that, when I talk about staying at our church and helping out I don’t intend that to be indefinite. We’ll be arranging more packages like this one to head west next spring, and we’ll be sending more people as well. You’ll have the opportunity to go at some point.”

“That’s,” Veronica started to speak, then stopped herself, leaned back, folded her arms. “I’m sorry pastor. I just, if I had to hang out at a church all winter, listening to people talk about Jesus,” she sighed. “I don’t think I could keep my mouth shut.”

“I appreciate your honesty. Is that how you all feel?”

“I wouldn’t say anything offensive on purpose,” Grant said. “I just worry about blurting something out and offending someone.”

“Unlike most politicians these days we are not that easy to offend,” Ethan said.

“We do understand though,” Pastor Will said. “If you’re uncomfortable . . .”

“If somebody has to stay behind,” Kris said. “I will. I’ll take your offer and help out at your church too.”

“Decided not to run and hide?” Ethan asked.

“It sounds like the only options are run or hide. I wouldn’t be much in a fight anyway.”

“You’re stronger than you realize,” Pastor Will said. “But either way, I promise we will do our best not to offend you or bother you while you’re there.”

“I’m not offended. I liked the stuff you were saying earlier, about your church.”

“Oh really?”

“Oh, yeah, sure. I thought what you were saying, about getting to the core of what Jesus taught was,” Kris smiled a wry little grin. “I thought that was really smart.”

“Thank you. It’s not original. I mean, I didn’t think of it myself. I was in a, uh, I was in a dark place when I first encountered it, and it spoke to me in a way that . . .”

“That Deuteronomy doesn’t?”

Pastor Will smiled. “Yes.”

“Can I ask you something else Pastor?” Kris said, fixing him now with her enigmatic stare. “Why didn’t you take this idea to its logical conclusion?”

“And what would that be?”

“You’ve already thrown out most of the Bible.”

“I wouldn’t say we’ve thrown it out. We’ve put less emphasis on some parts.”

“Either way.”

“Are you asking why we have a holy book at all?”

“Sort of. I’m asking why Jesus needs to be God.”

“Well,” Pastor Will chuckled, “I would consider the Nicene Creed to still be the core of Christianity. I was,” he paused and looked about the table. “I’m sorry. I promised we wouldn’t get into a whole bunch of Jesus talk. I mean, I can talk about this all day, but I know . . .”

“No, please go on,” Kris said.

“Oh. Well, okay. Let me ask you something, if you don’t mind. Do you believe in God?”

As they spoke I kept thinking about the papers Kris had written, still riding along in my pocket. When she did not answer this question right away I thought about pulling them out, but again recalled promising her not to show them to anyone. That had been in the prison, of course, for reasons that might not apply here, but I had made the promise. I decided she would bring it up herself if she wanted.

Kris took a slow breath, letting the space of her reply expand around the table, still with that indefinable expression but not staring at anyone. “I don’t think it matters.”

“It doesn’t matter if you believe in God?” Pastor Will asked.

“I don’t think it does.”

“Can I ask why you say that? Because to me it seems like it matters a great deal.”

She turned back to him. “Well, if there is a God, or any higher power in the universe, than whatever that entity is, it has incredible, universe spanning powers. The idea that such a being would spend its time fretting over the lives of insignificant primates like us,” she shook her head with an expression almost of admonishment. “It strikes me as the height of narcism.”

“You think believing God cares about us is narcissistic?”

“It is. You’re claiming that a being as powerful as God finds you, individually, to be of some incredible importance, that this being has a special plan just for you, that it,” she grimaced and glanced around the table, “that it might even intervene in your life with its amazing, universal powers if it judges you worthy. How is that anything but a grossly inflated sense of self-importance?”

“Well the idea is that God is infinite, in power and in love. He doesn’t just care about you or me but about all of us.”

“Yeah, that just seems ridiculous,” Veronica spoke in an elevated voice as she entered this discussion. “If God exists he must see us like we see bacteria. He knows we’re there, he knows what we’re about, he just, you know, he doesn’t care.”

“I don’t know, I care about bacteria,” Pastor Will said. “The bacteria in my stomach are pretty important. I’ve heard they have a major effect on your digestion.”

“Sure, you care about them, but as a group. If there is a God he might care about us as a species, about what we do with our world, with the kind of society we create, sure, that might be on God’s level. Maybe. But the lives of individuals? You don’t care about the specific details of any individual bacteria in your gut. And it’s not that you couldn’t get involved, that you don’t have that power. It’s just that God has better things to do.”

“But if God is infinite he can do it all.”

“Why do you insist God is infinite?” Kris asked in a quieter yet more insistent tone.

“Well,” Pastor Will frowned and looked down at his plate in thought. “I guess that’s what I believe.”

“Why wouldn’t God be infinite?” Ethan asked.

“Nothing else is,” Kris shrugged. She gave a glance over at me, then slowly turned back to the pastor. “A God that is infinite in love would not allow bad things to happen to good people. A God that is infinite in power and allows evil to persist would be evil. No God could be both those things.”

“Couldn’t the answer be that God is beyond our mortal comprehension?” Will asked.

“That sounds like some St. Augustine bullshit.” Veronica said.

This got a smile from the pastor. “I don’t know. What exactly do you mean by . . .”

“St. Augustine? Fifth century philosopher?”

“I’m familiar with his work.”

“Then you know about his nonsense. Accept God without critical thinking, conversion by the sword, misogyny,” Veronica tossed a hand in the air. “It’s like, all the things people talk about when they try to claim religion is bad, that’s what St. Augustine stood for.”

“You know quite a lot about St. Augustine,” Will said with a grin.

“Hmph,” she snorted and looked away.

“I have to agree fully with Veronica on that assessment,” Kris said. “His work is a real disservice.”

“A disservice?” Pastor Will turned back to her.

“Yes. To Jesus, to Christians, to religion, to rational thinking people in general. To you, honestly. If there’s no rationality to it, if it’s all just beyond us, than what’s the point? Let’s just give up now and go back to the dark ages and forget about trying to make the world a better place.” She looked straight at him, that quiet stare of hers, then drew a deep breath. “God may seem infinite to beings like us, because he’s that much more powerful. But calling him truly infinite? That’s just insulting my intelligence.”

Pastor Will paused, then smiled again. “The last thing I would want to do is insult your intelligence.”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean you actually were . . .”

“No, no, I understand. Personally I believe God can be infinite, infinitely loving, infinitely powerful, and infinitely interested in our own lives.”

“I guess that’s where we diverge then.”

“I hope not. If you don’t mind me saying I truly hope you stick around for a while, I would love to talk about this some more, maybe when we aren’t boring so many people.”

“Oh, you weren’t boring us,” Grant said. “We just didn’t have anything to add.”

“I’m sure everybody has something to add. Maybe . . .”

He was interrupted by the sound of the door downstairs closing. All of us paused as we listened to footsteps and then the rattling of the ladder as someone came racing up to the second floor. Logan burst in, out of breath.

“Grab your stuff everyone,” he said, leaning against the wall. We all just stared while he tried to catch his breath. “Let’s go, grab your stuff, we gotta get out of here.”

“What’s going on?” Ethan asked.

“GSA raid. They’re probably en route now. Let’s move.” He started across the dining area toward the front room. “Now! Move!”

I slipped off the high bar stool I was sitting on but otherwise did not move. The others were all still absorbing his arrival and had not gotten up.

“What do you mean a GSA raid?” Ethan asked. “Where are you hearing this?”

Logan stopped before entering the front room, still breathing hard. “The security guards. One has GSA friends. Heard about it. Tipped me off. We gotta go.”

“Shit. Are you sure about this?”

“Yes. Looking for a . . . white van with cross on the side . . . reported at this house.” Logan paused at last long enough to slow his breathing and look around at us, taking in the room. “I’m sure about this. We have minutes at best. We have to go.”

“Go where?” Grant asked.

“Anywhere that’s not here.”

“Logan,” Ethan was now on his feet, prompting some others to get up as well. “I can’t just leave. This is my house, they know I live here. If this is really happening we’re fucked, even if we escape, we’ll have lost . . .”

Logan interrupted, stepping back into the dining area to shout orders. “Guys, downstairs in the utility closet there’s a spool of twine. Go get it and tie Ethan up.” He looked about, then grabbed the dining chair Ethan has been sitting in and plunked it in the corner of the room. “Right here. Gag him as well.”

“What?” Ethan asked.

“It was a home invasion. We were robbing him and have had him tied up in here. Ethan doesn’t know any of us.”

“That doesn’t work. I was at work today. I was seen there.”

“So you came home and stumbled upon us and we tied you up.”

“Except people know you’ve been living here with me the past week.”

“So I betrayed you. You took me in cause it was the right thing to do but I betrayed you and brought in my lowlife friends and we robbed you, but you came home early so we had to tie you up.” Logan pointed to Grant and Veronica. “You two, go get the twine. Everyone else grab your stuff.”

“What about the package?” Pastor Will asked.

“We’ll take it. We have to, your van is what they’re looking for.”

“That van is registered to me. If we leave it they’ll track me down.”

“We can’t risk leaving the package here though,” Ethan said.

“Guys, minutes. Let’s move. Get that twine and grab your stuff.” This comment was followed by a sudden crash as Logan toppled over an end table in the front room, sending a potted plant scattering across the floor.

“What are you doing?” Ethan shouted.

“It’s a robbery! We have to make it look like we were robbing this place. Now go!”

Logan rushed upstairs for his stuff, but the others had come with nothing and so had nothing to grab. Veronica took off downstairs, prompting Grant to follow. I headed out to the front room where my bag and rifle had been left next to the couch. Looking around I saw the entertainment center and proceeded to that. There was a network router, a VR console, and a high-end add-on sound system all mounted to the television. I began ripping electronics out from their plugs and piling them up on the coffee table. It took me a moment to realize Crazy Ian was with me, pulling out drawers from beneath the television and spilling out their assorted contents of miscellaneous cabling, redundant remote controls, and archaic storage media. He shifted through it as if looking for something valuable.

Back in the dining room Ethan and Will were still talking. “We should tie you up as well,” Ethan said. “Both of us were victims.”

“It’s too complicated a story. This is my fault, I got careless. I should never have brought refugees to this place. You’ve got too many contacts to risk just to shuttle people.”

“No use worrying about that now,” Kris said to them.

“I’ll take my van,” Will said. “If there’s any pursuit I can lead it away from wherever the rest of you go with the package.”

“Where are we going with it?” Kris asked.

“Just get out of town. I’ll head back to our church and try to get a message to the people there. If they know about the van a raid on the church building can’t be far behind. You guys just get away from here.”

“That sounds like a big risk for you,” Kris said to Will.

“Keeping suspicion away from Ethan and the package are the most important things. That’s what’s gonna keep the Resistance going. I’ll draw ‘em away, you guys get clear.”

Logan arrived back downstairs with his own gear, including the folded crossbow attached to his backpack that made him look both cool and out of place. He tossed an empty duffle back to me and pointed to the electronics pile I had assembled, then flashed a thumbs up. I stuffed some things into the bag but found the fit awkward, then decided leaving it half done was a good call.

It was Logan that actually bound up Ethan with the thin twine. Even as he did Pastor Will and Ethan continued to talk, trying to think of details to agree on to corroborate each other’s stories, about Ethan belonging to Will’s church but not knowing about the illegal connections thereof and getting tangled up in this when he agreed to help a fellow congregation member. The last thing Logan did was gag Ethan with a dish towel.

“Thanks for everything bud.” Logan made a fist and tapped it against Ethan’s bound hand.

“Mmmm, hmmm,” Ethan tried to speak. Logan pulled the gag down. “You’ll need cash. There’s some in the lock box upstairs. The key . . .”

“I know where it is,” Pastor Will said, darting off toward the spiral stairs.

“Should we have a plan in case nobody comes here and Ethan’s stuck tied up?” Kris asked.

“We won’t be that lucky,” Logan said. “Come on, we have to move.”

On the ground floor we waited a few precious seconds at the garage. Logan and Crazy Ian made good use of the time by opening storage closets and riffling through them. Both actually grabbed a few things, random tools, for whatever reason.

Pastor Will rushed back down with a stack of money that he thrust into Kris’ hands. Then he paused to look at each of us. “Keep the package safe,” he said, “and get it west. May God be with you.”

“With us all,” Logan said, slapping him on the shoulder.

“I parked the van toward the front end,” Will pointed. “I’ll take it out the main gate. You guys head to the back.”

“Got it.”

In the garage we started to get in to the armored truck before realizing there were more people than seats. I ended up sitting in the middle of the back, atop our bags, while Kris and Veronica crammed themselves together on the front passenger seat.

By the time we had the garage open and were out into the street Pastor Will was gone. There was nobody else in sight, but the bright lights that lined this street, coming from thick banks of LEDs mounted below each patio, made the place feel stark and exposed. The big armored truck almost didn’t make the turn, but Logan negotiated us out into the single lane road and then accelerated.

“Do we need to close the garage?” Kris asked.

“It’ll look better this way. Or if there’s no raid it’ll signal the neighbors that something’s wrong and they can come untie Ethan.”

We arrived at a gate that must have once been the main entrance to the storage facility. A local guard was on duty here. Logan leaned out and waved to him. He waved back, then moved to push the sliding gateway open. It looked heavy, or perhaps needed oil on its tracks.

“Need some help?” Logan called.

“I got it.”

Beyond the gate we entered a series of side streets with a lot less lighting. Logan remained in manual control, turning through these streets at random.

As a little bit of time passed the adrenaline surge I had experienced began to fade and our potential danger began to seem surreal. It occurred to me I had no evidence this raid was real and started to wonder if this was some kind of trick, though to what end I could not imagine.

“Where are we going?” Veronica asked.

“Right now I’m just trying to put some distance between us and Ethan’s place without getting onto a major thoroughfare.”

“How’s our fuel?” Crazy Ian asked.

“We recharged at Ethan’s, we’re full.”

“So should we head west? Get out on the highway and go?”

“If it were that easy we would have done it already. There’s dozens of GSA checkpoints on the major highways west, and no guarantee of being able to recharge along the way. What we need right now is a place to lie low for a bit.”

“Why do we need to do that?” Veronica asked. “They’re not looking for this truck.”

“Because,” Logan sounded a little exasperated, “like we’ve been saying, we don’t have the right paperwork to get through the major interstate checkpoints. It’s too much of a risk.” He glanced around at the truck cabin. “I don’t know what you all remember from before you were in prison, but nowadays you can’t just get on the interstate and drive anywhere.”

“I wasn’t talking about the interstate,” Veronica said. “I meant, can’t we just stop somewhere? Get a motel for the night?”

“Or just stop driving until we figure out a plan,” Grant said.

“Oh,” Logan said, then paused as he navigated a left turn at a busy intersection, onto another quiet side-street. “Well, the problem with a motel is we need a place to stay long term, until this heat dies off, and we only have so much cash.”

“What heat though?” Veronica asked. “They were looking for Will’s van, not this truck.”

“They were looking for Will’s van because it had you guys in it,” Logan said. “They’re looking for you.”

“Are we sure about that? It sounded like Will was involved in some other less-than-priestly business.”

Logan frowned in thought. “Well, you may be right. But I say we play it safe, just in case.”

“What’s playing it safe? We’ve already been to two so-called safe houses today and ended up running from both of them.”

“I don’t know. That’s why I’m just sort of driving.”

“I wouldn’t really call my place a safe house,” I said.

Logan turned to glance back at me but said nothing. The whole cabin fell silent while we cruised down another street lined with urban decay.

“What do you think Greg?” Kris asked of me.

“Me?”

She had turned in her seat and now stared at me, patient yet expectant.

I stammered a bit before proceeding. “I guess, um, did all you decide to head west with Logan and this truck?”

“Were you not going to?” Kris asked.

“Oh, I, uh,” I stuttered again, looking down at the rifle in my lap. “I guess I hadn’t decided.”

“I think going west is a great idea,” Veronica said. “It doesn’t have to be with Logan, or in this truck, but I’m going to head west for sure, first chance I get.”

“If you all want to come with me,” Logan said, “we’re gonna need some supplies and cash and probably some fake IDs for you guys, and probably some other stuff I haven’t thought of, and I’m kind of short on all that.”

“What about that cash Ethan gave us?” Grant asked.

“That’s not gonna cover us. Maybe me alone, but not six of us.”

“Okay,” Kris said, “but is waiting going to improve any of that?”

“If we can wait out until the heat if off,” Logan said, “we can get back in contact with Will or Ethan or somebody from their church. They have a whole network that can supply us.”

In response there was again a long silence as we continued to drive.

“So we need a place we can stay,” Grant said. “For, what, days? Weeks?”

“I don’t know,” Logan said.

“We could get a motel for tonight and figure out what to do in the morning,” Veronica said.

“The other problem with a motel is we need one that takes cash,” Logan said.

“Can we not find one of those?”

“I assume, but I don’t know of any.”

“So can’t you look it up online?”

“My mobile is off, and I don’t especially want to turn it back on.”

“Why not?” Grant asked.

“Because I don’t want them tracking me.”

“Would they be tracking you though?” Veronica asked. “They don’t know you’re involved, do they?”

“I, um, they might, for other reasons. Greg as well,” Logan glanced back at me. “By now they’ve noticed you weren’t around at work today, I imagine.”

“I worked graveyards. Also, I have no idea how long they’ll be sorting out last night’s mess.”

“Either way. That’s also why we need cash for the motel. Credit can be easily tracked. Not that I have a credit card.”

“I do have one,” I said. “I never use it, but I have it.”

“You have a physical one?”

“Yes.”

Logan grimaced a little as he made another turn. “Not sure that helps. I say we not start leaving an electronic trail if we don’t have to.”

“What about a homeless shelter or something like that?” Veronica asked. “We just need a place we can spend the night, then figure out our next move tomorrow.”

“I would prefer to get outside city limits if we can,” Logan said.

“Why?”

“Because last night’s riot isn’t necessarily over, and there’s a curfew going into effect tonight.”

“The news today said everything was quiet,” Kris said.

“It was, but that doesn’t mean tonight will be, and enforcing the curfew means a major police dragnet that we do not want to be caught up in.”

“Well could we find a homeless shelter, or something like that, to stay at outside city limits?” Veronica asked.

“I guess we can try. That’s still not a long term solution.” Logan came to a traffic light and brought the truck through a surprisingly tight U-turn. “We’ll head that direction, I guess, and try to think of something better.”

“What other options do we even have?” Grant asked. “Do you know anybody else that, you know, was friends with Will and Ethan that could help us?”

“I don’t.” As we came to a stoplight Logan glanced around at all of us. “What about you guys. Does anybody know anyone we could stay with?”

“We all just got out of jail yesterday.” Veronica said.

“Most of us aren’t from around here,” Grant said.

“I’m not from around here either,” Logan said. “Greg, you know anybody?”

I was about to say no when I realized I did. “Yeah, actually. I do know some people, and they owe me a favor. But getting there would mean going through a checkpoint.”

“Where about would this place be?”

“Out toward Mason.”

“So just a beltway checkpoint?”

“Yes.”

“Alright, I can get us there, but we should take the long way.”

Logan continued to navigate in some meandering fashion down various side-streets. The drive was already interminable before we even reached the freeway. The sun had set fully by now, and were I not in an uncomfortable non-seat I would have been ready to doze off.

Logan punched in some directions as we entered the highway and let the self-driving system take over. It was apparent from the map he pulled up on the console that we were going west, apparently planing to get beyond the ring of checkpoints before looping all the way back to our destination.

As the truck merged itself into the light evening traffic Logan turned back to me. “Greg, do you still have your Spiderhead security ID on you?”

I felt at my various pockets, unable to remember what I had done with my badge. I found it was in the upper pocket where I always kept it. “Yes,” I pulled it out, “why do you ask?”

“Here. I may need to use it.”

I hesitated to hand it over. “What? Why?”

“Just in case we need to bluff our way past this checkpoint.”

“I thought you said you could get us through.”

“I can. Depending on who’s manning it though I might want a GSA badge to flash.”

“If they, if they scan it,” I stammered.

“We’d be fucked, but they won’t.”

“What?” Veronica shouted. “I thought you said you could get us through?”

“I can. Look, trust me guys, we can get through this checkpoint. It’s manned by state troopers instead of National Guardsmen, which means they don’t have a GSA presence there. They’ll probably just wave us through, and if they don’t I’ll flash Greg’s badge and act belligerent until they do.”

“This plan doesn’t inspire confidence,” Veronica said.

“It’ll be better than trying to bluff our way around a police dragnet that’ll hit after tonight’s curfew.”

“When does that take effect anyway?” Crazy Ian asked.

“About half an hour.”

We fell silent as the truck drove us onward. It maintained speed as the traffic stayed light, showing no signs of the typical slowdown that occurs because of the backup at a checkpoint. About ten minutes after getting on the highway we rounded a curve and the checkpoint came into view.

Rather than being manned by state troopers or National Guardsmen it was instead on fire. The holding area/operations center built off to the side was engulfed in flames. Several lanes were filled with wrecked, shot up, or just plain abandoned cars.

There was some activity in the median. A small crowd was scattered there, holding up guns, firing them into the air, taking shots at the checkpoint wreckage.

“What is going on here?” Kris asked.

“Let’s not stop to find out,” Logan said. The truck had started to slow, sensing all the abnormal obstacles up ahead, and would have stopped altogether if Logan had not switched to manual control. As soon as he did he slammed on the accelerator.

Some of the men standing in the road moved off to the side at the sight of our armored truck, but a few did not. Logan blared on the horn. The men hesitated, then rushed to clear out of the way. Gunfire erupted, but this time it was accompanied by loud thunks along the side of the truck.

All of us ducked, and Veronica started to scream. Then we were clear and on open road again. I leaned forward to see the burning checkpoint receding in the rear view mirror.

“Like I said,” Logan re-engaged the self-driving system and turned to us with a smirk. “No problem.”
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The first thing any member of the Q Epon movement wants you to know is that it is nothing like Q Anon. “Our name is Eponymous,” Claud Hodges, the director of the First Eponymous church in Minneapolis, told me, echoing a comment I heard from multiple sources, many of whom ironically declined to be named for fear of reprisals from Q Anon supporters. “Eponymous literally means the opposite of anonymous.”

 

Technically eponymous means ‘of, relating to, or being the person or entity after which something or someone is named’ but I took his point. Whatever their name is, and some among them askew the Q Epon label, the movement is united in its rejection of the conspiracy tropes of Q Anon. What replaces those ideas, however, is a matter of an ongoing, and sometimes acrimonious, debate. The only other common thread among these organization, which include the Q Epon Church based in Aurora, Colorado and the largely online organization ‘Eponymous Qristianity’, is the Q figure him- or her- or themself.

 

Even knowing how to categorize these groups is not straight forward. While their names all suggest a church or religious movement, many I spoke with disliked that description, preferring to label themselves as a ‘social club’, a ‘political and cultural ideology’, or even a ‘fandom’, with the members being fans not of any media franchise but of history itself, or at least history as they interpret it.

 

“Strictly speaking, almost anything can be a religion,” Helen Alta, the director of the New Religions Institute at Cornell University, told me. “Nationalism, communism, critical race theory,” or even the fans of some celebrities or movies. All these things can take on the trappings of religion. According to Alta, “a religion is really nothing but trappings.” If people treat something, if they interact and identify with and relate to something, in the way we might think of as being the way one relates to a religious belief system, “it can be difficult to say what the difference is.”

 

Turning a fandom into a full-fledged religion, however, requires some codified set of beliefs. Despite the patchwork of specific ideas within the Q Epon movement, there are some who believe they have identified such a codification happening. “Early Christianity also went through a period of debate over just what Christians should believe,” said David Marky, Professor of Humanities at the University of Toronto’s Center for Culture and Technology, who has been studying the Q Anon movement and its offshoots from their beginning. According to Marky, outlining a theory also endorsed by Alta at Cornell and by a research paper out of the Stanford Internet Observatory, the unifying factor of the Q Epon movement is the conflation of three otherwise unrelated ideas, all expressed in different mediums, whose sole commonality is a reference to the letter ‘Q’. 

 

The first, and most prominent of these three, is of course Q Anon, or ‘Q Anonymous’, the collection of internet conspiracy theories that gained popularity in the late 2010s and early 2020s, spreading primarily through unregulated online message boards. The name refers to an anonymous poster, or more likely multiple posters, who went by the pseudonym ‘Q’. The original claim advanced by these posts was that they, as Q, were actually high ranking government officials with ‘Q level’ security clearance, a clearance level equivalent to ‘Top Secret’ within the Department of Energy. Supposedly this gave the poster access to high level, classified information, which was shared online for the ostensible purpose of exposing a massive government conspiracy involving attempts by a ring of satanic, child-abusing elite officials to defeat President Trump.

 

By its nature, the Q Anon conspiracy was able to pull in multiple other conspiracies, all of them linked solely by Q’s supposed knowledge of and ability to expose them. Often these conspiracies were right-wing in nature, related to the United Nations, plans by a ‘global elite’ to impose a ‘new world order,’ or portrayals of scandals and mismanagement by politicians as the workings of a ‘deep state’ determined to undermine the ‘will of the people.’ However, almost any other conspiracy theory could be incorporated within the Q framework, including UFOs, the assassination of JFK, faked moon landing and 9-11 conspiracies, and even other, more obscure ideas.

 

Although the identity of the original Q poster is not known for certain, various theories have been advanced, including that Q was the owner of one of the message boards where the posts first appeared, using the whole thing to maintain business. Eventually several individuals would come forward claiming to be Q, many of whom never worked for the government and claimed they had made everything up. During the early years of the energy crisis, when apocalyptic economic news dominated the headlines, Q Anon experienced a surge of growth that also brought in a host of imitators. Posters claiming to be the real Q, posting on different message boards or social media sites and focusing on different aspects of the conspiracy, started to proliferate. Contradictions had always been at the heart of Q Anon, whose various sub-groups advanced a series of ever-shifting ideas and conspiracies without any coherent unity. None of this ever did anything to dissuade members of the movement, though the multiple posters did set off a series of arguments over which was the real ‘Q’ and eventually led much of the Q Anon movement into a downward spiral of self-contained recursive arguments as impenetrable as any long-running cinematic universe franchise.

 

Some of the Q posts from this time eschewed the intentional vagueness of the early Q phenomenon, instead making very specific claims about future events, related either to the master plans of the high level conspirators or the unraveling of their conspiracy. Many of these predictions included specific dates. These dates, often only months or weeks in the future from the predictive posts, quickly came and went without any world-changing events. Q posters at first offered justifications for why things had been delayed or were not unfolding as originally planned, typically along with new predictions and a new, equally specific future date. After enough predicted dates failed to fulfill these Q prophesies many adherent became disillusioned. The movement did not dissolve but instead shattered, spawning all kinds of offshoots, one of which became known as Q Eponymous.

 

This new Q Epon movement would go on to conflate two other Q’s into its belief structure. The second ‘Q’, according to the University of Toronto’s Marky, is what biblical scholars call the ‘Q source,’ from the German word Quelle, literally meaning ‘source’. Biblical scholars have long been aware that the Gospel of Mark is the oldest of the bible’s canonical gospels. From analyzing the text, scholars have determined that the other synoptic gospels, Matthew and Luke, were both written by cribbing from the same two sources. One of those sources was the Gospel of Mark itself, which seems to have been the origin of the biographical details that appear in Matthew and Luke. A second source, postulated to exist, provided the sayings and parables of Jesus. Prior to the discovery of the Nag Hammadi texts in 1945, there was debate among scholars if such contemporary accounts had ever existed at all. Such an account, referred to as a ‘sayings’ source, would differ greatly from known gospel accounts, referred to as ‘narrative’ sources because of their focus on Jesus’ life. The Nag Hammadi findings included, most prominently, the Gospel of Thomas, which was precisely such a sayings account. Although some claimed that the Gospel of Thomas itself was the Q source, most biblical scholars now believe that it was another, similar work that provided much of the material that would get copied into Matthew and Luke. 

 

The final conflated Q of Q Epon is the fictional character Q appearing in the television show Star Trek: The Next Generation. A recurring character throughout the run of the show, this Q is an entity with godlike powers who plays the classic role of a trickster fairy, using his powers to alternatively torment the main characters and force them to confront core questions of their own morality. 

 

Although nobody active in either the original Q Anon or the newer Q Epon movement ever makes mention of Star Trek as some kind of inspiration, Marky believes the descriptions of the figure Q, who is so central to Q Epon, indicates that the idea was lifted straight from the television show. According to the most common claims of Q Epon, Q himself is a figure from a ‘continuum’ of angels, all of whom wield incredible power but who mostly steer clear of human affairs entirely. Instead they pursue their own esoteric goals in a dimension, also called the continuum, that serves as the home for this most powerful order of angels, which also includes Michael, Gabriel, Moroni, and other more well-known figures. In this telling the angel Q is a trickster angel, if not the most powerful of the angel continuum than at least the one most involved with the workings of mankind. 

 

It is a key article of faith in the movement that the original posts of the Q Anon thread, the ones regarded as legitimate, were placed by an actual angel. Interestingly, Q Epon also believe many of the later posts, thought at the time to be imitators, were this same angel, since he is after all a trickster and provides false or misleading information to humans as often as he does genuine revelation. Many of the faith claim this is a means to separate out those with what they call true ‘Gnosis,’ or knowledge of God, from the less committed members.

 

The logic of many later stage Q Anon arguments centered around which Q posts were real information from the actual Q, which were posts by the actual Q that contained false information meant to mislead those not truly ‘in the know’ or who could not properly interpret the signs, and which came from people falsely claiming to be Q. For Q Epon this logic has been applied to biblical and ultimately all historical scholarship. While the synoptic gospels are generally accepted as legitimately inspired by the angel Q, having come from ‘the Q source’ i.e. the literal angel feeding text to the authors of Matthew and Luke, there is much debate over which of the old testament prophets or the Pauline letters are canon and which are falsehoods spread by Q to test the faithful.

 

Extending this logic, Q, in his trickster form, is thought to be the angel that appeared to both Muhammad and Joseph Smith, the founder of Mormonism, and spread false claims that fooled both of them into founding false religions. Conversely Q is believed to have spread actual prophecy to Martin Luther and some of the other protestant reformers, prompting them to break away from the corrupted Catholic Church. In the meantime, various eastern faiths like Buddhism or Confucianism are thought to be simply fake, created by pretenders without any influence from the angel Q.

 

Within Q Epon circles this view of religion is expanded to other historical events. They claim the angel Q, in human guise, has worked for the United States federal government in various high-level positions, and has used his power to instigate such things as the faked Apollo landing or the collapse of the World Trade Center towers on September 11th. 

 

By the nature of their belief system, Q Epon places a great deal of emphasis on the ability to discern real and false prophecy. This ability they call ‘Gnosis,’ from the Greek word for knowledge. During the early years of Christianity the Gnostics were a Christian sect that emphasized obtaining special, secret knowledge of God as the true path to salvation. Although branded a hearsay by the early Catholic church, and largely stamped out, gnostic ideas would be independently reinvented by many protestant thinkers. These reformers are unlikely to have had personal knowledge of any gnostic writings but nevertheless gave a similar interpretation of scripture to emphasize personal revelation and knowledge of God over the Catholic belief in coming to God only through a church rooted in apostolic succession. For Q Epon these ideas are merged. Those with the strongest faith, and the closest personal connection to God, are said to have found Gnosis and hence the ability to distinguish Q’s real prophecy from his trickery. 

 

 


It was Ms. Fischer, the mother of my two carpool friends from work, that thrust the magazine clipping into my hands, on the first night I stayed with them. “This is what you’re getting in to,” she said in a stately, flat tone. I had no idea if she meant this as a warning, or a threat, or an invitation, whether she felt positively or negatively about the subject matter. “Keep it, I have more,” she added, a comment as vague as her tone. I was left holding a page clipped out of an actual, printed, hard copy magazine, wondering if she had more such clippings, or full copies of the magazine, or print outs, or what.

It was not until the next day that I got to actually read what she had handed me. That first night we had arrived so late I was just thinking about getting to bed. The day spent mostly sitting in a cramped van or a more cramped armored truck had been more exhausting than it might seem. We all crashed at the Fischer place, sprawled out in their living room or basement. Logan slept in the hallway in a sleeping bag he rolled out.

The next morning I got to truly discover the neighborhood. It was called Fountain Garden. I think that was originally the name of a nearby park. The sign labeling it ‘Fountain Garden’ looked home made, as if perhaps the people here had adopted that name themselves.

It was, or once had been, a bland suburban subdivision, a feeder road that curved along with the eponymous park on one side and simple cul-de-sac streets ending in wide circles on the other. Nobody knew quite what to call it: a subdivision, a neighborhood, a community, a town.

That morning the brothers announced that, since they did not have to go to work, they were going to help ‘bring in the harvest.’ Kris immediately volunteered to help. So did the rest of us, without knowing exactly what that meant, but I was told anybody with experience in construction was wanted for some other jobs. I gladly volunteered to help with those instead.

It turned out, bringing in the harvest was meant literally. While I had not noticed in the dark when we drove in, I found that morning that most of the nearby ‘Fountain Garden’ park, along with many front and back yards, were now a literal garden.

The whole neighborhood was filled with a patchwork of garden plots, some of them in raised beds, others in yards that were surrounded with low fences made of loose, unmortared concrete chunks. Equally patchy were the crops present. Corn stalks were the most prominent, towering in widely spaced rows over everything else, but the gardens also contained clumps of low, leafy vegetables and trellises covered in climbing plants. I was not enough of a plant expert to identify much of it, but the riot of growth in each garden gave the whole neighborhood a vibrant ambiance.

The park across the street was even more of a cornucopia. I would not have realized it was once a park at all if not for some patches of grass left in certain spots. Elsewhere there were more rows of corn, more planter beds, more rock wall-enclosed garden spaces, all of them spread haphazardly across the park space in no pattern I could discern. Some of the patches were left empty, others were in full bloom.

Up the road the planting gave way to an area with a short, stubby water tower and a series of half-dismantled houses. This was where I was sent. People from this town, or community, were busy demolishing these houses. Demo, as I had known it in the construction world, was not quite the right word here. We were not just knocking down buildings and hauling away the debris. This was a careful dismantling, sorting things into different piles, a focus on what could be reused or consumed or broken down further.

I spend much of the day hauling wheelbarrows full of wood or broken concrete back up the road, where it got collected for storage in a pair of house garages that sat across the street from the garden park.

As I went I passed a large number of people working on the harvest. They seemed ambivalent about us newcomers, instead carrying a certain weariness as they filled makeshift baskets or plastic tubs or wheelbarrows with ears of corn harvested by hand, then lugged these to the garage of a house next to the one where I was dropping construction material.

The harvest house, as I heard it called, was more than just storage. Its garage was also the home of their thresher. The large green mechanism had once been part of an even larger piece of farming equipment, a combine or some such, something that drove over the fields and sucked up corn stalks for harvest. This little town could never have afforded the diesel needed to keep such a thing operating. They could, however, power this immobile, stripped down version. When they ran it every few days it removed the grains from the cobs and funneled them into a large metal basin. From there they packed the corn into rubber storage containers, the kind used to store clothes or other random household crap, then stacked these in the basement.

Out beyond all the gardens and crops, on the far side of the former park, there was a little creek flowing along a shallow gully, filled with trees and underbrush. I found myself out there toward the end of that first day. Tired from hauling bricks since dawn, I sat down on a big rock, and remembered just then the magazine article from the night before, shoved into my cargo pants pocket. I fished it out and read it, my eyes straining with the small print in the fading dusk.

I only had one page of what was clearly a multi-page article. I flipped the page over, but the other side just had the end part of a different article about election-day violence at polling locations. It made me wonder if Ms. Fischer had the rest of the article, and if it was worth asking her. Having read the article I had no more idea of what she had meant to convey by giving it to me. The Fischer brothers had invited me to join their church, a euphemism I had vaguely understood to mean moving to their little community out here, yet they had never mentioned just what church they belonged to or explained much about the corresponding community.

At some point an autumn night chill settled in on me. I looked up to realize there was nobody else about on the demolition crew, or harvesting in the nearby field. I folded back up the article, returned it to my pocket, and headed back myself.

The setting sun cast long shadows down this forsaken road and across to the former subdivision. The feeder road that ran along the garden field was riven with cracks that sprouted strands of grass. Its surface was left a little uneven, and I wondered again, as I had when we first drove in, how long it had been since road crews were out here. It was possible this neighborhood had not had city service since the trade wars first started, or maybe even since the first oil price spike.

The center of Fountain Garden, what the locals called ‘main street’, was a simple suburban cul-de-sac ending in a wide circle. The surface of this street was much more even than the feeder road, and I wondered if the locals had done something to maintain it somehow. They seemed particularly resourceful. All the houses on this street had at one time been identical, standardized layouts on standardized plots, but the locals had converted all of it into strange, quirky new structures.

Right next to the corn storage and thresher house was the corner lot of the feeder road and main street. I would later find out it was the epicenter for a giant canning operation, which I would help with some as well over the next few days. There were fruit trees and tomato plants around the various yard gardens, but the fruit we canned was brought here in an overloaded pickup truck, bought from a local farmer’s market.

At the next house down I passed a night watchmen who sat out on an improvised front porch. Camping lanterns hung on long posts in his front yard. He was an old guy with a thick mustache. We exchanged a look and a nod.

Other than the night watchmen’s lights there was little illumination along the street. The only other light sources were a couple houses at the far end of the block. I knew one of these houses served now as a combination tavern and town hall, and another I would later find out was some kind of bank, post office, and internet café.

Power for these lights, and most everything in town, came from a house across the street, midway down the cul-de-sac. It was the oddest among the quirky structures, or at least the biggest. This house had its garage extended out with wooden planks and metal siding to cover the driveway. This extension served as the base for a wind turbine tower. The tower itself was a truss frame made of scrap metal, looking sturdy but haphazard, as if they had just kept welding on metal supports until the thing stood. At its top was a space age wind turbine, its carbon fiber blades forming precise mathematical curves that contrasted with its ramshackle support.

The wind turbine was not nearly as big as the giant ones used in modern wind farms, but it was still big enough to be intimidating. As a night breeze picked up I saw the turbine going at a plodding but consistent clip, creating a low whirring noise over the neighborhood. The adjoining garage at the base of its tower housed thick shelves stacked with heavy duty batteries stripped from electric cars.

At the end of the street the pavement expanded into a circle that served as the town center. The center of this circle now contained a low, flat mound of compact dirt whose purpose I could not guess. The rest of the circle was kept clear, but the yards surrounding it were full. A couple were being used as general scrap heaps, filled with twisted metal pieces and wooden boarding that all looked like it was looted from dismantled houses. The other front yards were home to a series of inoperable automobiles.

Among these was a house whose garage was almost being used for its designed purpose. The three operating vehicles the town had, a heavy duty dual-cab pickup, the small red pickup the Fischer brothers used, and a rusted minivan, were all stored at this town auto-shop. Within the garage there was a whole repair setup, along with shelves filled with spare parts stripped from other cars.

Also parked at this designated parking house, the only vehicle parked out on the actual street, was our armored truck. Its white paint had a faint gleam in the low twilight. The overall shiny newness it radiated was a jarring contrast to the other three vehicles in the nearby driveway, but overall it fit in with the eclectic mix that was Fountain Garden.

I deviated my course a little to walk right by the armored truck, giving it a tap on the side as I passed. I was not quite sure why I did that, on that night or every subsequent night, whether it was reassurance that this was all real or for the continued good luck at not having yet landed in prison.

From there I continued on to the front door of the Fischers. I had not even reached it though when the door opened and a group emerged out, Ms. Fisher foremost among them.

“Greg,” Kris stepped forward and smiled at me. “Oh good, I was wondering where you went.”

Before I could respond Ms. Fisher jumped in. “We’re heading over to Wednesday bible study, if you want to join us.”

What I really wanted right then was dinner, but I could see from this group that all our hosts were heading on this outing, including Hannah, the tall, blond, nordic wife of my friend Brandon, who had made us dinner despite how late we arrived the night before.

So instead I shrugged and quickly said, “okay.”

I followed them as we crossed through the open backyards to the south to emerge on a nearly identical, if less well-lit, cul-de-sac street. Flashlights and camping lights emerged from the dark, casting weird shadows in the twilight across a much larger crowd than I expected.

All of us gathered at a pair of houses on the far side of this street. Each house had a weird, split-level layout, mirror images of each other, with identical, expansive, unfinished basements. An even more unfinished tunnel connected the two basements to each other.

The service started out in the open front yard of these houses. The large crowd included a few families with young children, who I had not seen so far in this town.

It seemed even with two houses we would be crammed fitting inside. There was a briskness to the air when we arrived, and I had no idea how they handled things once the weather turned worse.

Although I had probably been told some time before, I must not have been listening, because it was not until we arrived that I realized Ms. Fischer was the head of this congregation. As everyone gathered she stood up on the stoop in front of one of the homes to welcome us. She gave a special shout out to us new members, saying she hoped we all chose to stay a while and get to really know the community.

After that we drew lots. Actually they were different colored stones from a felt bag. Apparently this was how everyone was divided up into discussion groups. Different rooms in the two houses were designated different colors, and the stone one drew determined which room to go to. I ended up in the same group as Hannah and Kris and about a dozen others. As we followed them over it was explained that the color also designated the part of the bible we were going to discuss. Which colors corresponded to which sections was mixed up each week in a semi-random process that one of the men tried to explain to me, in a way that made it sound overly complicated and that I wasn’t quite able to follow.

We ended up sitting in what had once been the master bedroom of one of the houses, though its carpet had been ripped up and it was left bare save for a circle of chairs and a bookshelf with a bunch of bibles stacked on it. Some had brought their own bibles; the rest of us got to grab one from the stack. As I opened my loaner copy I saw it was filled with all kinds of annotations, with stuff crossed out or written over in some cases. I was a little horrified by this, not out of any personal sense of sacrilege but because I was worried that the others would see and take offense. As I looked around though I saw other people opening personal bibles that had similar crossed out sections and notes in the margin.

It turned out each little discussion group had a sort of church leader, who they introduced as a ‘gnostic’, who had been chosen to lead the different discussions, again through what sounded like a convoluted, semi-random process. The leader of our group was a slight, bespeckled man with long grey hair pulled back in a thin pony-tail. The book our group was to discuss was Proverbs.

I quickly discovered that this discussion consisted mostly of reading through passages and trying to decide which of them were bullshit. It was weird and surreal. Our leader would ask questions of different people, always trying to draw others into the discussion, but it was Hannah, with her unexpected high pitched voice, and Kris with her deep stare, that dominated the conversation.

Kris pointed out a series, toward the end, of what she called ‘biblical listicles.’ “They all have the pattern, saying there are three things that do this, four things that do something similar, than they list four things. Like here. ‘There are three things that are too amazing for me, four that I do not understand.’ Than it lists four things. Do those four also include the three that are too amazing for the writer? Which one isn’t too amazing? Or are there three other things not listed here?”

“I think the real question is,” Hannah said, “are any of these things all that amazing or hard to understand? I don’t think any of them are.”

“The way of a man with a young woman?” our discussion leader asked.

“I’m pretty sure everyone understands that other than the man.” Hannah said, prompting a laugh around our little circle.

“What do you think Greg,” our leader asked.

“Um, well. I guess, I’m a pretty clueless guy, so yeah, I guess that is something I don’t understand.”

“I would think these have to be metaphorical,” Hannah said.

“Good point,” the leader nodded. “As Kris points out, stating there will be a list of three, than a list of four, than only giving an actual list of four, definitely implies some kind of code, doesn’t it?”

“You think this is a key gnostic code?” Hannah asked with a little excitement.

“I was reading through this last night, and yes, that was exactly what I was thinking.”

“So maybe elsewhere there are other groups of four that have one that stands out as something extra.”

“Or have one that should not be included.”

“Or maybe there are groups of three with a fourth that is missing,” Kris said.

These comments had everyone scouring through the rest of Proverbs, trying to find things that came in groups of three or four. I followed along with the parts people read out loud when they found them, without quite following along with the point. I found myself thinking I had liked the discussions with Pastor Will better.

“Keep in mind,” the group leader said, more than once, “all this would date to the fifth dispensation, so it needs to be understood in context of literal divine law.”

I wanted to ask a question, and started to raise my hand, but hesitated because I thought I would just be a distraction from what everyone else was saying.

The discussion leader must have noticed the shift in my body language. “You want to add something Greg?”

“Oh, I, um, I actually had a question. Kind of a stupid question.”

“No, no stupid questions. Go ahead.”

“What are, um, what is the fifth dispensation?”

“Oh, that’s actually a really good question. The dispensations refer to God’s changing relationship to man, to humanity. It started with some basic instructions to Adam and Eve in the Garden. When they failed God changed things. You get the promise to Abraham, and later you get the covenant with Moses and the rule of the law, which would eventually be replaced by Jesus, who brought about the sixth dispensation, in which we are now living.”

He paused and smiled a little, seeing that I was listening intently, trying to follow what he was saying. “Some say it’s actually a change in God himself. Or themself, itself.”

“God is changing?” I asked.

“Oh, definitely. Maybe not in big ways, but in God’s relationship to humanity, and that relationship is part of God. An important part. The idea that God is eternal and never changes in any way is one of the more obvious lies spread by Q to mislead people. Its obvious from virtually the entire bible that God is changing. Creating a part of yourself as your son and sending him down to Earth in mortal form is gonna have a pretty lasting impact, don’t you think.”

“I, um, yeah, I guess, that makes sense.”

“You’re skeptical.”

“No, no, I, um,” I worked around a stammer by pausing for breath. “I was just, I hadn’t heard that idea before.”

“Sure. It comes from a pretty close reading of scripture. Part of the confusion, I think, comes from a more subtle trick Q has pulled. Every time there is a new dispensation, Q loves to insinuate that it is somehow eternal, a sort of final state that will last forever. Obviously though nothing last forever. In a way not even God does.”

“God doesn’t last forever?”

“Depending on how you look at it. God isn’t really a single individual, like some super powerful wizard. It’s more an abstract concept. Like life. Individuals die, of course, and whole species can go extinct, or evolve into something else, but Life, capital L, the big concept, it carries on. That’s how I like to look at God, as this big concept that is changing and evolving as its relationship to humanity changes, which changes because humans and human society is changing and evolving.”

The group leader must have noticed the question on my face. “You have another question?”

“Oh, um,” I was not sure I wanted to ask, not wanting to wade into a controversial subject. But I felt like he would persist until I said something. “I just noticed how you talked about the Garden of Eden earlier and now just mentioned evolution, so I was just, I guess, wondering . . .”

I trailed off, hoping I had conveyed enough to get my question across. Our group leader though, the gnostic, was leaning forward and looking down. “That is a very good question Greg,” he said without looking up. Instead he took off his glasses and wiped his eyes, shielding his face with his hands.

“Oh,” a woman sitting on the other side of the circle leaned forward. “Wade.” She rushed over to him, putting a hand on his shoulder.

He glanced up, revealing tears pooling on his cheeks. “I’m sorry.”

“No, no,” the woman said, leaning down and embracing him.

“Do you need a moment?” Hannah asked.

There was a pause, then he nodded. With some help from the other woman he got up and walked over into the adjoining bathroom.

I sat there stunned. As the door closed behind them I looked around. “Oh man, I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean, um . . .”

“Oh, no, Greg,” Hannah said, “it’s not your fault. You didn’t know.”

Of course I still did not know, but I was not about to ask either. Nevertheless, into the ensuing silence Hannah sighed and started to explain.

“Wade was a high school science teacher. He was fired for teaching evolution. He almost went to jail for it.”

“Oh. Wow. Sorry.”

“There’s more to it than that,” a man across from me said.

Hannah nodded but at first did not elaborate, and again I did not want to say anything more. On Hannah’s other side Kris looked around the group with a bright gaze.

“Wade,” Hannah started slowly, “his story, so,” she stumbled and restarted. “When Texas banned teaching evolution he didn’t try violating the law at first. But then he lost his daughter. She had caught, oh, I forget, an STI.”

“Chlamydia,” someone else said.

“Right, Chlamydia, and it went untreated for too long.”

“Isn’t Chlamydia treatable with antibiotics?” I asked, feeling certain I had that right. “If I’m remembering right. Most strains are immune to doxycycline, but there are other common antibiotics that still work.”

“Greg,” Kris smiled as she looked at me in surprise.

“I, uh, I was an Army medic. They make you learn that stuff.”

“Well you’re right,” Hannah told me, looking away with a forlorn expression.

“Oh,” I said. “Did she not realize she had it? Or just ignore it, kind of thing?”

“Oh no, she knew, she was trying to get treated. It’s just, where they’re from, the treatment is outlawed.”

“What?”

“Yip,” Hannah nodded. “In Texas, treating chlamydia is outlawed.”

“They outlawed common antibiotics?”

“The drugs are super regulated. It’s illegal to write a prescription if it’s for chlamydia or syphilis or anything like that.”

I found myself stammering, completely flummoxed by what she was saying. “But, why?”

“Because they’ve decided STIs are punishment for sin and treating them is interfering in God’s work, and if people can be cured they won’t be discouraged from the sin of having sex.”

Such was my bafflement with what she was saying I did not even have a chance to trip on my words. “They outlawed curing a disease?”

“That’s exactly what they did.”

“Like, literally? They literally passed a law that specifically says you can go to jail for treating a disease?”

“That is what the law says.”

“So, there is literally a law saying that doctor’s have to let patience die of a disease that they could treat?”

“Uh-huh, and that’s why Wade lost his daughter. He got all aggro after that, so when he went back to work he started teaching, not just evolution, but about how evolutionary theory allowed for the development of drugs that treated these diseases. At that point it wasn’t yet a felony to teach evolution.”

“They made it a felony?” I blurted.

“Uh-huh. Because of Wade. It was a big thing, he was on the news when he got arrested. He had lawyers from different groups, like free speech groups, ready to defend him in court.”

“When was this?” Kris asked.

“Oh, quite a few years ago. So what they did, the Texas state legislature, in response to all this, they upgraded teaching evolution to a felony, first off, but they also banned a whole bunch of other drugs. They called it the ‘poisoned fruit’ law because it banned any drugs that were developed with the help of evolution.”

“The poison fruit means fruit of the poison tree that is evolution,” one of the others said.

“Right, yes. After that Wade started getting a lot of death threats, eventually had to leave the state.”

“What happened with his court case?” Kris asked.

“I’m not totally sure,” Hannah scrunched her mouth in thought. “I think he had to pay a fine, but the courts wouldn’t do more because it hadn’t been a felony at the time he violated the law. All those laws still stand though.”

“Except,” I said, then paused. “I’m sorry, I’m still thinking about this. They’ve banned antibiotics, right? These are drugs that can be used for a bunch of things, not just sexually transmitted stuff?”

“Of course,” Hannah said. “You can still get the antibiotics, but you need a prescription, and doctor’s can’t write a prescription if it’s for an STI.”

“So what do they do then? The doctor’s, I mean.”

“I don’t know,” Hannah looked away and shook her head. “I know in at least one state there’s some statement they’re legally required to read that tells people to reflect on their sin and prey or something like that.”

“This is more than just Texas?” Kris asked.

“Oh definitely, a bunch of southern states have laws like this now. I bet some doctors there write prescriptions and say it’s for something else, some other infection. Stretch the truth, like people used to do to get prescriptions for marijuana. You just have to find the right doctor, of course, which obviously most people can’t do.” She looked back at me and shrugged. “I don’t really know.”

“This all sounds,” I trailed off, lacking a word for it.

“Monstrous.” Kris said.

“Yeah. Evil.”

“I think so too,” Hannah said. “It’s almost enough to make you believe in the devil.”
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The Founders lived in their new country for many years, and prospered. Then George Washington, and Thomas Jefferson, and Benjamin Franklin, and John Adams and all the others of that generation died, but the people of America were fruitful and multiplied and spread across the continent. They claimed every place where they set foot, and their territory stretched from the Great Lakes in the north to the Gulf of Mexico and the Rio Grande in the south, and from ocean to ocean.

The people were strong and courageous, and kept to the law as set out by the Founders in the Constitution, and were prosperous and successful.

In those days America had little of a federal government; every state did as it saw fit.
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During this time there were many states that allowed the institution of slavery, in which those with dark skin were said to be lesser humans and fit only to be owned and bought and sold. But there were other states, the Abolitionists, that did not allow slavery and saw it for the abomination that it is.

The people of the free states were migrating westward, into the territories that would one day become states. They wanted their new land to be free of slavery. They said, “we will make the territory of Kansas into a free state.”

But those people of the slave states would not let them. Slavers from Missouri formed armed bands to enter the territory. They entered like foxes with torches tied to their tails, burning crops and homes and everything they passed.

Then, when it came time for the election of the territory legislature, the Missouri slavers came again and voted in the elections, though they were not residence of the territory and so not allowed. So the territory was given to the slave states, who controlled its legislature through their illegitimacy and had committed such violence and rape as was their way. When, on the floor of the United States Senate, a senator denounced this violence and rape and illegitimate government of the territory, a slave state senator attacked him with a cane and beat him almost unto death.

In Kansas the Free State proponent named John Brown said, “this time we have a right to get even with the slavers; we will really harm them.” So John Brown and his followers kidnaped people in favor of slavery and hacked them to death.

Then men from the local Abolitionists went to John Brown and said, “Don’t you realize that you have met the violence of slavery with just more violence, and the Missouri slavers outnumber us? What have you done to us?”

He answered, “We merely did to them what they did to us.”

Then three thousand men came into Kansas from Missouri, and John Brown and his people fled. They went instead to Virginia, where the spirit of freedom came over them, and they resolved to end slavery with their own lives if they must, by leading a great uprising of the slaves.

So John Brown and his followers went to Harper’s Ferry, and there they attacked an arsenal of the federal government, where many weapons and munitions were stored. John Brown fought bravely and killed men with gun and bayonet and club, and ground through his enemies like the grinding jaw of a donkey. When they reached the arsenal in the middle of the night John Brown and his men took hold of the doors and tore them loose.

From there they were to carry forward into the countryside and gain great strength of numbers. But although John Brown was filled with the spirit of freedom, spirit must be tempered by wisdom, and his plans were not wise. So General Robert Lee and the federal troops surrounded the arsenal the next day, and John Brown was captured.

The state of Virginia put John Brown on trial. He declared, “the sins of this land shall not be redeemed except by blood.” Then he was executed. But in death the spirit he had found went out and sprung up from the land like a fountain from a dry rock, and the spring of abolitionism filled the spirit of the free states of the north.
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Some time later there was to be a new election for president of the United States. The Democratic party, which was the largest party, was to be led by Stephen Douglas. The leaders of the slaves states of the south went to him and said, “you must promise us we will be allowed to take our slaves into the territories. For if you do not our institution will surely perish and our finances will be undone.”

Then Stephen Douglas said, “I will make no such promise. The people of the territories must vote for themselves whether their states are slave or free. How can we say we are a democracy if the will of the people is so denied?”

Then the southerners said, “you would make fools of us and see us undone.” So they said, “we shall nominate our own candidate, who will not be weak and let himself be tied down to false notions like this Stephen Douglas.”

So it was that the Democratic party was split asunder, and there were two candidates who claimed to be Democrats and represent the southern slave states. Stephen Douglas admonished those who split the party. “You would give the country over to the Abolitionists,” he said. “For surely with us divided Abraham Lincoln shall become president. Then the federal government shall become more powerful and take more rights that ought belong to the states. It will take your income as taxes and put tariffs that hurt your exports, and it will not respect your right to hold slaves.”

But the southerners refused to listen. “No!” they said. “We will have the president that we want, or none at all.”

Then when it came time for the election the votes were split asunder, so that neither Democrat won, and instead it was Abraham Lincoln who won.

When news of this spread through the land there was a great cry among the southern slave states. “We shall not live under those who would deny us our slaves. Better that the house be divided and fall than this. We shall pull down the Union around us, though we may die with it.”

So the southerners gathered, and in all their might and fury they passed resolutions calling for secession, and so did secede from the United States and push out the pillars holding up the Union.
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Then the slave states began taking all the federal forts and armories in their territory, and when some of these resisted they attacked with cannon and rifle.

“The more perfect Union of our Constitution has been torn asunder,” Lincoln said. “The mystic cords of memory that once bound us are sundered, and we have abandoned the better angels of our nature.”

“Now I must make war,” Lincoln said. “For I have sworn an oath to preserve the Union. I must take the sons of this land and make them serve in a great army with horse and cannon, and work in factories to make ammunition and weapons of war. I must make new taxes to pay this army, and to buy the bread and the clothing and all the supplies it shall need. And I must find a commander who can lead this great army until the struggle is done. I must do all this, though the people will cry out for the burden it shall place. This shall be a long war for everyone.”

There was a battle then at Bull Run, and the northerners of the free states thought they would win decisively and there would be only a short war. But the southerners of the slave states repulsed the attack like a stonewall, and the northerners had to retreat with great casualties.

Then Lincoln appointed General McClellan commander of the Army of the Potomac and sent him forth to defeat General Robert Lee and the southerners in the Army of Northern Virginia, and to go on from there to capture the capital of the southern states in Richmond, Virginia, and thereby end the rebellion and preserve the Union.

When General McClellan took command he stood proud and great in front of the army, and it was said that there was no one like him among all the people. But some saw that his splendor was pale and his heart was timid. “How can this fellow save us?” they asked.
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The great war fought between the free states of the north, known as the Union, and the slave states of the south, known as the Confederacy, lasted four years and saw many battles.

At the First Battle of Bull Run the confederates repulsed the union invasion and ended hope of a short war.

At the Battle of Shiloh the union fought off a confederate attack, with a great many dead.

At the Second Battle of Bull Run, General Lee won a great victory and started an invasion of the free states.

At the Battle of Antietam, the bloodiest battle of the whole war, the union won and stopped General Lee’s invasion, yet did not press onward and allowed the southerners to regroup. So Lincoln fired his commanding general and replaced him.

At the Battle of Fredericksburg the union again tried to press into the slave states and reach their capital, but were repulsed by General Lee and the southerners. So Lincoln fired his commanding general and replaced him.

At the Battle of Stones River both sides fought without any winner or decision, and the southerners withdrew with great casualties.

At the Battle of Chancellorsville the confederates won a great victory against superior numbers and began a new invasion of the free states. So Lincoln fired his commanding general and replaced him.

Lincoln conferred with his cabinet and his officers and commanders. He then said, “if it seems good to you and if it seems in accordance with the spirit of God, let us send word far and wide to the rest of our countrymen throughout the states and territories, and also to the peoples of other nations around the world. Let us fulfill the covenant of our founding and declare a proclamation that all slaves shall be emancipated and given their freedom, for we did not do this before the war.” All those who listened agreed to do this, because it seemed right to all the people.

Then the people of the north celebrated with all their might, with songs and with harps, lyres, timbrels, cymbals and trumpets. 
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Now General Robert Lee had won a great victory at Chancellorsville and seen what his army was capable of, and had heard that the people of the north were very much alarmed at the threat. So he said to his officers, “let us go north, into the free states, and attack them there that they will be frightened and wish to end this war.” Then the Army of Northern Virginia moved up into Pennsylvania.

Then Lincoln said to his general, “you must come north too and not abandon the defense, for Lee threatens our cities and homes.” So the Army of the Potomac came north as well. After a long march north they arrived at the town of Gettysburg, just as the southerners were gathering nearby looking for supplies.

There commenced then three days of fighting, in which bullets fell like rain on both armies. The Confederate soldiers attacked the Union position again and again, and each time were repulsed. Then on the third day the southerners summoned the last of their strength and undertook a great charge across an open plain, and there was a thunder of artillery as has not been heard in the land before or since, and the sun and moon seemed to stand still in the sky as the Confederacy reached the Union line and the high water mark of its rebellion. But the slavers were again turned back, and retreated leaving more dead behind than those that could still walk. There has never been a day like it before or since, a day when evil reached so far to at last be vanquished by the righteous.

Now the Army of Northern Virginia fled. Lincoln said to his generals, “do not stop; pursue our enemies! Attack them from the rear and don’t let them reach their own land, for we at last have them at our advantage. Go, put your feet on their necks that we might at last end this war.”

But the Army of the Potomac hesitated, and allowed the slavers to escape back south with their army intact. So Lincoln fired his commanding general and replaced him.
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Lincoln’s cabinet came to him and said, “how long must you search for a general who will lead with bravery, for you have rejected each for their timidity, though they have won battles. Is there none that will meet your standards.”

But Lincoln said, “how can I accept any less. I must have a general who will end the war in our favor and not meekly wait for the enemy to tire, for surely it is we who must conquer that will tire before they who must only wait.”

“Seek then in the west,” his cabinet told him, “for there we have won many victories, and the fortress of Vicksburg has been captured and the Mississippi River is ours.”

So Lincoln looked upon his generals from the western theater, and found those among them who were filled with vigor and presented themselves as gentlemen. But Lincoln said, “I must not consider appearance or presentation, for my past generals had that. I must look for spirit and true grit.” 

Then Lincoln sent for the commander who had taken Vicksburg, a scruff man said to be a drunk, though filled with a determination to win, whose name was General Ulysses Grant, and Lincoln declared that this was the one, and appointed him commander over all the Union armies.

After this Lincoln traveled to the sight of the battle at Gettysburg, where he glimpsed the true spirit of humanity and was so inspired as to give a speech for the ages.

“Four score and seven years ago our fathers brought forth on this continent, a new nation, conceived in Liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal. Now we are engaged in a great civil war, testing whether that nation, or any nation so conceived and so dedicated, can long endure. We are met on a great battle-field of that war. We have come to dedicate a portion of that field, as a final resting place for those who here gave their lives that that nation might live. It is altogether fitting and proper that we should do this. But, in a larger sense, we can not dedicate, we can not consecrate, we can not hallow, this ground. The brave men, living and dead, who struggled here, have consecrated it, far above our poor power to add or detract. The world will little note, nor long remember what we say here, but it can never forget what they did here. It is for us the living, rather, to be dedicated here to the unfinished work which they who fought here have thus far so nobly advanced. It is rather for us to be here dedicated to the great task remaining before us, that from these honored dead we take increased devotion to that cause for which they gave the last full measure of devotion, that we here highly resolve that these dead shall not have died in vain, that this nation, under God, shall have a new birth of freedom, and that government of the people, by the people, for the people, shall not perish from the earth.”
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Now the northerners gathered their forces and assembled again for a new campaign. When the southerners heard that General Grant was now in command, they came up in full force to engage him, thinking him just like all the other timid northern generals, but Grant heard they were coming and went out to meet them. 

So General Grant and his army went into Virginia, and fought them in the wilderness, and there took great losses, and neither side could claim victory. But Grant refused to break, and afterwards pressed onward like a relentless tide further into Virginia, and forced the southerners onto the defensive. Grant did not go directly after them though, but circled around to get to the south of their capital. The Union army ground against the Confederates like great mill stones, and both took heavy losses, yet the northerners kept coming. The Union forces came around to the city of Petersburg, which the Confederate army defended. Both sides drew up battle lines.

By this time the Union army greatly outnumbered the slavers, who were also short of supply and manpower to replace their losses. Yet still General Lee was a giant among men, and so long as the Confederates had their champion they took heart that they could not be beaten. The southerners built trenches and redoubts and great earthworks in defense of their city. Seeing this, the northerners were dismayed and terrified. So they did not attack outright, and both sides prepared for a long siege.

For months over the winter the Confederates continued to defy the army of the Union. The opposed trenches saw much fighting but little progress for either side. Many dismayed at this, for they thought the war would never end.

But General Grant said to Lincoln, “fear not, for your servant has kept to a plan. I do not come to this siege to defeat the army of General Lee but to keep it busy. I shall hold down this cat while General Sherman skins it.”

Then all eyes turned to the west, where General Tecumseh Sherman marched his army into Tennessee and defeated the Confederate forces there. General Sherman and the northerners marched to Atlanta, in Georgia. The southerners who lived there said, “You will not get in here.” Nevertheless, Sherman captured the city, and put it to the torch.

Afterwards the army of General Sherman marched toward the sea, and as they went they pillaged and burned all in their path, such that the Confederacy would not have the food and supplies to feed its army. So then the southerners defending their capital from General Grant became weakened and had difficulty fighting.

The final blow to the Confederacy came from a force of freed slaves who conquered the capital city of Richmond. This blow hit the southerners like a rock to the head, and many fell face down in their daze and anguish.

General Lee offered his surrender to General Grant at Appomattox court house. Upon seeing their champion laid low the southerners returned home in defeat. 
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After the war was decided Lincoln made preparations for a new covenant and a new birth of freedom in America. So he persuaded the people to pass new amendments to the Constitution as first written by the founders. Then Lincoln said, “it was because the founders allowed slavery to fester that anger broke out into war among us. We did not rightly perceive the spirit of God before. Come, let us amend our ways.”

So the people agreed, and they carried forth to their committees and legislatures and did adopt the new amendments. The new amendments said, “no one shall be forced into bondage; no one shall be judged differently before the law. All shall be equal; all shall be free.”

After this was done Lincoln said, “now that the war is over I shall dedicate myself to rebuilding and to making this a true land of freedom for the former slaves, and for everybody.”

But Lincoln was not to enter the promised land. That night, while at the theater, a southerner came upon Lincoln like a thief, and shot him in the back of the head like a coward, and then fled, shouting ‘the south is avenged.’ But vengeance is empty, for Lincoln’s name became like the names of the greatest people on Earth. The south could no longer win; the Union had been preserved. The war was over, freedom had been enshrined in the temple of the Union, slavery had been banished to the realm of the dead, and Lincoln belonged to the ages. 

 

 


We had been in Fountain Garden a few days when Kris handed me her latest missive. As before it was done without comment. It was late in the day and I was standing in the middle of Next Street. She approached, stopped right in front of me, and stared, her gaze asking and pleading and commanding all at once. Then she slipped a folded stack of papers into my hand without a word and hurried off.

I watched her go, standing there dumb, then slowly looked down at what I held. This latest entry was written on larger sheets of paper, torn from a spiral notebook. Since breaking out of prison I had not known if Kris would continue to write, and did not fully comprehend it even as I unfolded the papers and stared at her precise, flowing script.

I glanced around, looking up and down Next Street, but saw there was nobody else about. This dilapidated road I stood in was the cul-de-sac one over from main street, looking just as cracked as the main feeder road. In conversation it was always called the ‘next street over’ and as far as I could tell that might as well have been its official name. The locals called it that even when they were standing on the street in question. I could never tell if this was an in-joke or if the name was completely unironic.

Next Street, as much as it may once have been indistinguishable from Main Street, was now unmistakable. It was home to the town’s animals and rain catchments. The latter took the form of large tarps, hung between houses or across backyards in such a way as to funnel rain water down to plastic trash cans weighted in place. I got the impression this was once a more wide-spread feature of the community, prior to their getting the solar pump installed at the little creek on the other side of the park.

On Next Street the tarps still stood, in part at least, to create little shaded pens for the animals. These were actual farm animals. No cows, but one of the houses had its backyard and garage converted into a pigsty, and there were multiple goat pens and chicken coops made from reapportioned fencing.

People lived in some of the houses on this street, yet they too still called it Next Street. As far as I could tell it was the only other street to get a name. The cul-de-sac on the other side of main street was sometimes called south block, sometimes ‘church street’, because of the pair of houses there used as a church, and sometimes ‘saw street’ because of all the woodworking going on in the garages over there. Other cul-de-sacs did not even get names in casual conversation.

I made my way over to a house whose front yard was now a vegetable garden, surrounded by a wooden fence with corners marked by sizable boulders. I scampered up a little to sit atop one of these, my legs dangling just above the ground, elevated enough to catch some direct light from the sunset. Then I started reading.

Right away I noticed this entry Kris had given me was a two-parter, and much lengthier than her previous works. In addition to being tired I was getting very hungry, yet I was also absorbed. I read through part one and started into part two, barely noting the strain on my eyes as the evening light faded.

“You coming Greg?”

I jumped some in surprise, tucking the papers I held down as if to hide them. It was Kris, having emerged back from one of the houses where she had been helping with a project to hook some water piping up to the animal pens. It was the same project I had been helping with all day as well, one of what the locals called their ‘Saturday improvements.’ 

I stared back at her, failed to hold her gaze, then looked down at the papers I held. Quietly I put them in my pocket and slid down off the rock.

Kris smiled at me, and then we walked along in silence, through what had once been fenced in backyards but was now a chaotic open space filled with scattered garden plots and animal enclosures.

I wanted to ask Kris about her writing, if I still needed to keep it a secret, yet I hesitated, as if even asking about it somehow violated a trust she had put in me. Instead I said nothing as we circled around a house that was being used to store seeds and animal feed to emerge out onto the town’s central circle.

Main Street was dark, the night watchman having not bothered to turn on their camping lanterns, preferring instead to just wait until the full moon rose. That left the only light coming from the bar at the far end. We moved in that direction.

The bar at the end of this street had, like all the structures around here, started as a house. The locals had built out its front using a jumbled collection of bricks and metal siding and wooden floor panels and insulation salvaged from houses elsewhere in the neighborhood. Most of its former front yard and driveway were now a big, enclosed gathering place.

Unlike nights earlier in the week, I found the atmosphere as I entered a lot more raucous. There were more people about, to begin with, crammed around the menagerie of tables or sitting at the long bar. The former front wall of the house was mostly gone, though where it had been was clear from the step up and the support beams still in place in the middle of the large room. The step up resulted in the former front room becoming a sort of stage. On previous nights some of the locals had sat up there playing blue grass music on rickety instruments.

Right now the big attraction was the televison. It was mounted on the wall to the side of the band space, such that it could be seen from throughout the room. Unlike previous nights it was turned on, showing now a football game. I suspected it was a college game that had occurred earlier and been accessed through a sports stream the town must subscribe to, downloaded through the large satellite dish on the bar roof. Below this television was a much newer network router, newer to the point where it was not compatible with the television. The work around was some kind of hodgepodge, homemade electronics box with a jumble of wires connecting it to the exposed innards of the router.

There was also a smaller television mounted on the wall toward the front. It was not connected to the network, I gathered, but instead to a laptop. I had seen this television being used before, but tonight there was a much larger crowd around it watching one of the local teenagers maneuver his way through a first-person shooter video game. There was a queue gathered around him, including Ian, waiting for a turn to play.

“Oh,” Kris stood up a little to scan the room, looking for someone. She touched me arm. “I need to talk to Logan,” she said before rushing off.

I thought about following her, but didn’t. Instead I looked around for an empty table. I ended up slipping over to a small two-person high-top on the far side from the televisions. This particular table was made of wrought iron with chairs that obviously came from a wood shop over on church street. At this end of the room there was a pool table and dart board which were also often used but again had drawn much bigger crowds tonight. Veronica was involved in a game of pool that, if previous nights were any indication, she was winning.

I sat watching for Kris, to wave her down after she had found Logan. Instead it was Brandon, the younger Fischer brother, who emerged from the crowd to slide into the seat across from me. He had two beers in hand and set one down in front of me without comment.

I stared at it, then looked up at him.

“Dude,” he drew out the word, “are we really doing this again?”

“I’m sorry, it feels weird.”

“Trust me, it’s not free. You put in a hard days work like the rest of us.”

“What if I didn’t though?”

“Well you did, so what’s the problem?”

“I mean, how do you know? How do you know how many beers worth of work I did?”

He shook his head and took a drink of his own beer. “Dude. That’s not how it is. Around here we’re about helping each other and looking out for each other, all that good stuff, and you’re part of that now. Officially after tonight.”

“Officially?”

“Yeah, it’s that thing my mom was talking about yesterday.”

I stared blankly at him. I had heard Ms. Fischer talking with Kris and Logan the previous night but had not paid any real attention, having been tired and dozing slightly. It felt now like I should have been listening, like I was about to fail a pop quiz.

To cover for this I picked up the beer he had brought and gulped some down. I had seen the setup where they made the stuff out back, in a shed right next to the hops field that occupied the backyard of this house and the one behind it. The beer was a thick substance they called ‘summer rot’ as part of some inside joke I had not had explained to me yet. The glass mugs they served it in were one of the most uniform things about this town.

“So you’re not convinced?” Brandon asked.

“What?” I stammered.

“You’re not convinced you’re really welcome here?”

“No, no, not at all. You guys have been completely gracious. I’m, uh,” I found myself stuttering. To forego this I stopped, took a breath and another sip of beer, and started over. “I’m happy to be staying here. You guys have been great.”

“But you still think you owe us money?”

“I feel like we owe you more than we’ve given.”

He smiled the big, genuine grin that was the main difference between Brandon and his older brother. “Seriously, what we gonna do with money anyway.”

“Noah told me the money you guys made at Spiderhead kept this place going.”

“Fuck Spiderhead. The money was nice, but we’ll get by. Cal still works his contractor thing and, well, you saw, this is our best harvest year ever.”

“I wouldn’t know how to judge that.”

“Oh yeah. Well, it is. Money lets us make CostCo runs, but whatever, we’ve been getting by fine anyway.”

“Is there any news about you guys going back to work?”

He shook his head, then gestured across the room. “Noah’s checking online right now, but I doubt it. Maybe they’ll reopen the place eventually, and maybe we’ll go back, but if we get through this winter okay we might not even bother.”

I smiled and took another drink of beer. “I’m sorry, it’s just weird to me, thinking about not having any income.”

“It’s not like we aren’t doing anything.”

“Oh I totally get that, I just . . .”

“No, what I mean, it’s not like we haven’t got money. It’s just that it’s our money, not inflationary federal junk or corporate script or stuff like that.”

“You guys, this town I mean, Fountain Garden, you print your own money?”

“We don’t bother, that’d just be a waste a paper. Susie keeps tabs.” He gestured to one of the proprietors of this place, a stout woman with big grey hair working behind the bar.

“What do you mean?”

“She’s got a big book. She keeps track of who owes who. So, like, you get a beer, you owe her. You help with the harvest, she owes you. Me and Noah help fix the Reynold’s welder, they makes up some replacement valve for the truck, we’re good. Cancels out, without having to pass a bunch a paper back and forth.”

“That’s interesting. I didn’t realize . . .”

From out of the crowd stepped Hannah, moving with a certain grace despite her size. “Hey babe.” She cozied up to Brandon and kissed him on the check. Brandon wrapped one of his big arms around his equally imposing wife, and together they ended up sort of leaning back against the wall. “Did I hear we owe the Reynolds something?” Hannah asked.

“Ah, no, I was just telling Greg about Susie’s tab book.”

I had been in the bible study group with Hannah on our first day, but since then only ever seen her out in the Fischer’s shop, where she seemed to constantly be working. Now she stared at me for an intense second, then shifted over, managing to stay cuddled with Brandon but moving closer to the table. 

“So Greg,” she said over the rising volume of the bar. “We haven’t had much chance to talk, but I’ve heard all about you.”

“Yeah?”

“Noah invited you to come out here a while ago, right?”

“Oh, I, yeah,” I stuttered a little before finding my bearings again. “He asked me a few times. Er, I guess he invited me to join your church group and he said they could find me a nice place if I was tired of renting a converted garage.”

“What made you finally decide to quit the rat race and join us out here?”

“Um,” I hesitated. So far Logan and the others were just a group of out-of-work drifters heading west, a description not uncommon and not entirely untrue. No mention had been made of prison escapes or possible manhunts. “Well,” I said, “my last job kinda burned down.”

“Oh,” Hannah let out a big, open-mouthed laugh. “Right, of course, duh. Would you go back, if they reopen?”

“Eh,” I made a sour face. “Probably not. I didn’t really like that job.”

“Well you’ve been here with us a few days now. What do you think?”

“I’m . . .”

“He’s not convinced,” Brandon said.

“No, it’s just . . .”

“You have questions?” Hannah said.

“I was wondering,” I glanced around, then felt the need to continue in a lower voice. “Does anybody here own this house? Or any of these houses?”

“Possession is nine-tenths of the law.”

“Yeah. I guess I was wondering about that other tenth.”

“Well, officially . . . sorta.” She laughed at this. “It depends.”

“Like, Susie and Cal,” Brandon gestured toward the bar, where a tall couple were holding court with a row of men sitting on the variable height stools. “They had a mortgage on this place until this year, but the bank, ya know, last summer . . .”

“The bank went bankrupt?”

“Yeah.” He smirked at this seeming play on words. “So who knows who’s suppose to own the place now. My mom had a mortgage on our place but she lost her job several years ago and they foreclosed, but whatever, we didn’t have any place to go, so we just stayed.”

“And they didn’t kick you out?”

He shrugged. “Who else wants the place? Anybody with money’s not gonna buy a place out in the fuckin’ boonies. Bank can’t sell it again. Police aren’t coming out this far either since the city won’t pay for it. So they can send us emails and call and send out some jerk with eviction paperwork every few months and whatever else, doesn’t change anything.”

“It’s the same for all of us,” Hannah said. “They foreclosed on the Reynolds and the Manfields and a bunch of others about three years ago, but everyone just stayed.” She shrugged her broad shoulders. “Some other people left, but of course the bank can’t sell anything, so all those houses just sat empty until we moved in.”

“You just started claiming other houses?” I asked.

“Nobody was living in them, they were never gonna get sold. So that’s what Noah meant. We could find you a house out here, probably on the next street over. We’d fix it up a bit, and get it hooked up to the water towers.”

“Is that where all the water here comes from now?” The water towers were visible on the far side of the corn fields from anywhere in town, but I had not thought much of them since arriving.

“That and the rain catchments.”

“You been out to the water towers?” Brandon asked. I shook my head. “Got a solar pump installed out there. Me and Noah saved up a year for that thing. Got it installed and now it fills up the towers, don’t have to use the turbine for it.”

“What we really need to figure out is a do-it-yourself water purifier,” Hannah said. “We still have to buy purification tablets and filters, which are ridiculously expensive.”

There was a stirring in the crowd that caught our attention. Across the room the football and video games had been paused. There were now half a dozen people lined up on stage, an eclectic mix that was the so-called neighborhood committee. They included Ms. Fischer, looking regal with her frosted hair and solemn expression; Susie and Cal, the bar owners who had stepped over onto the stage; and Wade, our ‘gnostic’ from the other night, along with his brother, both featuring grey goatees and long grey pony tails.

“Hello, hello,” called out the apparent committee chair, a short woman with a bowl-cut hairdo. She spoke into a microphone whose cord snaked half way across the room to plug into the smaller television. The setup amplified her voice some but mostly just gave it a weird reverberance. “Hello, if I could get everyone’s attention please.”

The crowd settled and the bar fell quiet. “Hello, yes, thank you. Hello, good evening everyone. As I’m sure everyone knows by now we have some newcomers in town. Tonight is our first chance to officially welcome them as a community. Could I get our newcomers to come up here.”

The crowd was not that large, and the stage not that big, yet I still felt a pang of nervousness at this prospect. “Go on,” Hannah said, prompting me to move.

All the others emerged out of the crowd as well, and the six of us got up on stage. I stood between Grant, whose attention was still being pulled by the paused football game, and Logan, who stood front and center with head held high despite his dark expression. I looked past him, to where Kris was staring off into space with a fierce intensity.

The chairwoman had us each state our name, and there was a round of applause.

“The committee has discussed it,” she said, “and taken stock of our winter storage, and, I think everyone would agree, we’ve been blessed this year, so we’re going to extend our welcome to these folks, for however long they choose to stay with us.”

Another polite round of applause.

“We’ll be putting you up in the old Walton place on the south side,” she said. “We’ll see how that works for now.”

“So,” Logan started to say something but without a lot of conviction, allowing the chairwoman to speak over him as she continued.

“That means, I think,” she said with a broad, growing smile, “the only thing left to decide is which church you’ll be joining.”

All of us just stood there. I hoped my face did not visibly drain of color in that moment. I realized the room was now filled with expectant looks focused on us in a way that made me want to slip away, and for a brief flash I seriously contemplating breaking into a run for an exit.

On the night we arrived the Fischers had greeted us warmly, and I recalled at some point there had been mention of a Saturday introduction meeting. I had assumed it was a formality, and now found myself wishing I had paid closer attention to some of the conversations I had heard the others having with Mrs. Fischer and Noah. I had sudden visions of some creepy ‘Children of the Corn’ cult ritual horror scenario starting to unfold. I glanced at Logan. His face was stoic, but I saw the apprehension in his eyes, scanning the room as if, like me, he was contemplating escape. Next to him Kris was still staring ahead with that solemn expression of hers.

“Which,” Crazy Ian starting speaking slowly, heavily enunciating each word, “church, to join?”

“You’ve heard about them, right?”

“I, um, I know you have a church over on church street.”

“We meet over at the old elementary school,” Susie said.

I scanned around the room with dawning awareness of the fault lines running through this neighborhood. People had formed up in clusters, centered around tables or the bar or the smaller television, and as we spoke those groups seem to move in tighter. Even up on stage, I noticed the neighborhood committee was split in two. Cal and Susie, along with the chairwoman, stood closer to me on the right side, while Mrs. Fischer and the two older brothers were on the other end.

“So like I’ve been saying,” Logan stepped forward and addressed the chairwoman. “For myself at least, I’m only going to be here another few days or a week before taking off, and I think several of us were planning on going with me.”

He looked down our line and got nods from everyone but myself and Kris, who was still staring intently into space.

“Also,” I said, finding myself speaking up despite my instinct to slip away, “I, um, I recently joined a different church, and, um, actually, we, er, Logan was transporting our truck as a favor to the pastor at my new church.” Why I was saying all this I was not certain. With a conscious effort I decided to just shut up.

“But you’re here now,” the chairwoman said. “Sorry that our options out here are limited, but you wouldn’t want to skip church, right?”

“Well, what if some of us don’t want to go to church?” Veronica asked.

“Why not?” Susie asked. “I promise, we’re very welcoming.”

“Well what if some of us aren’t Christians?”

“You’re not a Christian?” the chairwoman stepped forward to look down the line toward Veronica.

“No.”

“Are you some kind of Muslim?” Cal made a face and said the last word as if he had just tasted something intensely sour.

“I’m on atheist,” Veronica said. “Several of us are atheists.”

Next to her I saw Kris clench her eyes and bow her head. I felt the same frustration at Veronica’s need to speak up about this. It sent a palpable shutter through the crowd, murmured comments ricocheting around like live fire.

“You should join us then,” Ms. Fischer said. She stood with her arms folded and a solemn look, her voice a steady neutral.

“What?” Cal asked.

“You’d like our chats,” Ms. Fischer continued speaking directly to Veronica and Crazy Ian, who stood next to her.

“You’re church would accept atheists?” Cal asked.

“Will yours not?”

“No, no,” Susie said. “We’ll accept anyone willing to show up and keep an open mind.”

“I think you’ll find,” Ms. Fischer turned back to Veronica, “that our discussions are a lot more open minded than their sermons.”

“What is that suppose to mean?” Cal asked her at almost a shout. I almost did not catch what he said though because I was still looking around the room. Out among the crowd were some low murmurs circling around and a variety of looks, suspicious or apprehensive or confused, focused on all of us. Ms. Fischer herself did not reply, just standing there with arms still folded, staring at us expectantly.

“This is a pretty big decision,” Logan said. “Understand that we didn’t expect to be put on the spot about it tonight.” I wondered right then if that was a lie, or at least an obfuscation, and if maybe he and Kris at least had been worried about something like this all week. I cursed myself again for not paying more attention to their conversations with the Fischers.

“I’m sorry for that,” the chairwoman said, “but tomorrow is Sunday. This community has survived the last few years by putting our faith in God, and we’re not going to start turning our backs on Him now. I think,” she stepped forward a little to look down at the other half of the committee on the far end of the stage, “I think, atheist or not, we all want everyone at services tomorrow.”

Ms. Fischer just resettled her arms, folding them tighter, and continued to stare.

It occurred to me a decision had to be made, and also that the choice I was leaning toward was also the one that seemed more ethically right. The urge to action again overtook me and I found myself speaking.

“So, I, um, I was invited up here by my friends, um, Noah, and Brandon.” For whatever reason I felt it necessary to pick them out in the crowd and point to them. Doing this did create a pause that allowed me to reset from a stammer. “So I think it would be rude of me to, you know, accept their offer and then, um, not join them, I guess. So, for myself, I’ll join the, um, whichever of the churches the Fischers are part of.”

The moment I finished Logan was speaking as well. “Yeah, I came here with Greg, so I think it’s only fair I do the same.”

“This is the church you’re part of?” Crazy Ian pointed toward Ms. Fischer. She nodded to him with an unreadable expression. “Alright, I’ll do that too.”

Already Veronica and Grant were nodding to this as well.

“Kris?” Ms. Fischer asked her, noticing she had remained silent with her eyes closed since the conversation became heated.

Now Kris looked over to Ms. Fischer and gave her a single nod.

“What?” Cal’s voice rose even further, crying out as if in pain. “You can’t all join that crazy cult!”

“We can’t?” Logan asked.

“Why not?” Kris turned to him with her bright, intense glare.

Cal, though, was speaking down to the other half of the committee. “If they all join you we’ll be outvoted.”

“Outvoted?” Logan said. “Wait, are we voting on something? I didn’t realize . . .”

“Yes you will be,” Ms. Fischer raised her voice as well to speak over Logan.

“That’s not fair though,” Cal said.

“Fair?” Wade’s brother, one of the elder hippy men next to Ms. Fischer, spoke up, his voice gravely but strong. “Who said it had to be fair?”

Wade himself spoke as well now. “The game is by definition not fair if you don’t win, Cal?”

Cal stared incredulously back at them. “You brought these people in as ringers just to get the majority.”

“Haven’t we all invited people up here to join us?”

“Well I don’t know that we can accept these folks if they’re atheists,” the chairwoman said.

“You were sure willing to accept them when you thought they might join your side,” Wade said.

“I’m still lost as to what we’re voting on,” Logan said.

“They mean in general.” It was Noah who answered, speaking to Logan from a long table right in front of the stage. “Any time there’s a town meeting something can be called for a vote.”

“Do we have to always vote with the church we join?” Crazy Ian asked.

“Of course not,” Ms. Fischer said to him.

“When do these vote occur?” Logan asked, speaking on top of the others. “Most of us may not even be around for them.”

Around the bar there were several side-conversations and murmurs breaking out, prompted by Noah’s interruption from the audience. Several people shouted out simultaneous answers to the questions Logan and Crazy Ian had posed. On the other end of the stage the chairwoman was talking too, trying to maintain order, but it was Cal’s shout that cut through the din.

“Anything can be called for a vote,” he said, “including letting in new residents. I want this put to a vote.”

“You want what?” the chairwoman spun toward him with a wide-eyed look.

“Are you really gonna pull this shit Cal?” Wade’s brothers asked.

“We never put welcoming people to a full vote,” the chairwoman said.

Cal ignored her, staring defiantly down at his opposed committee members. I felt like I was standing in the direct line of fire and again had the urge to run, or at least dive for cover. Then Cal turned to the crowd. “We can vote on anything. We all agreed on that, and I want this put to a full vote.”

“But,” the chairwoman hesitated, her voice having lost power. She would have been drowned out by side conversations if she did not still have the lone microphone. “But what would we have them do until the next town meeting then?”

“We don’t need to wait until the next town meeting, we can vote right now. There’s enough of us here.” Cal gestured to the audience. “I call for a vote right now. How many are willing to accept these faithless atheists into our community?”

Around the room the crowd went quiet. People exchanged glances, as if unsure if this vote was really happening. Then Ms. Fischer stepped forward and raised her hand. Right away the two brothers with her on the committee did the same, as did the other Fischers out in the crowd. Others began following suite. The entire long table in front of the stage and all the people still crowded around the video game raised their hands. I scanned around, spotting a few isolated others raising their hands, as did a line of people sitting at the bar.

Cal saw this at the same moment and spun toward them. “Guys? What the fuck?”

It was a very awkward angle to talk between the bar and the stage. Those of us up on the stage found ourselves facing the man at the end of the bar, the rest of them lined up behind him. He was a slightly pudgy man wearing an oversized hoody. He glanced behind himself before realizing his seat made him the spokesman.

“We think they should be allowed to join,” he said to Cal with a shrug.

“They’ll put us in the minority.”

“They’re hard workers, Cal. They’ve been helping with the pens and the canning and never complained.”

“They’re atheists though, for God’s sake.”

It was someone else in the audience that responded to this. “Who cares?”

“Who cares? This community has survived the last three years thanks to the grace of God. Are we gonna turn our back on that and invite God’s wrath?”

“God is watching out for us,” Ms. Fischer said, “because we’re watching out for each other. Including people who aren’t our own.”

“So, everyone, please,” Kris took a sudden step forward, raising her arms toward the crowd. Like her stare her voice projected with a unique intensity that had side conversations falling quiet. “Everyone,” she looked around at the room. Her pause extended, and for all I knew she might have been making individual eye-contact with every single person out there.

“I’m really sorry,” Kris said. “We were,” she glanced back at us, “we were kind of desperate when we came up here. We needed a place to stay for a little while, is all.”

“You needed a place to lie low!” Cal shouted and pointed at her with a sudden lunge forward.

I took a step forward myself. Cal was taller than me, but I think I was bulkier and younger, and I was fully prepared to body slam him if he had charged Kris. He hesitated though, glancing between her and myself.

Kris paused at the interruption, not looking at Cal. Instead the rest of the crowd turned to him, their looks uniformly perturbed at this interruption.

“Babe,” Susie said quietly, stepping in front of him and putting a hand on his chest. Cal seethed as he stepped back.

“To lie low,” Kris said. “I’m sorry, everyone. We didn’t mean to bring anything like this into your community. I can see it’s tearing you apart. I don’t fully understand all the animosity we brought out here tonight, and I’m sure it won’t all just go away if we leave, but the last thing we came here to do is aggravate your problems. So I think it’s probably best if we just leave first thing tomorrow.”

“Sounds good to me,” Cal spoke the moment she finished. Yet at the same time there was a chorus of ‘no’s’ shouted from the audience.

“Is that the kind of community we are?” Ms. Fischer asked, staring across at Cal. “The kind the kicks out anybody who doesn’t agree with you?”

“We’re the kind that doesn’t tolerate atheists . . .”

Cal did not get to finish what he was saying, drowned out instead by shouts and jeers from all around the room. “Hell no we aren’t!” I heard Noah shout in response to his mother’s question.

After that nobody on stage said anything more. The noise from the crowd slowly died out, leaving everyone just staring up at us. Both Kris and Cal stared back at them, she with a disarming, sorrowful gaze, him with barely constrained rage.

“These people are criminals!” Cal gestured wildly toward us even as he spoke directly to the townspeople. “You all know that, right? They’re out here hiding from the law. That armored truck of theirs is probably stolen. If we let them stay they’re going to bring that down on us! Is that what you want? You want police out here, federal agents out here, asking around about who owns these homes, who owns that parkland, that elementary school, those water towers?”

He turned an accusing glare to us, waiting and daring us to respond. Kris said nothing, instead just blinking very slowly, holding the gaze of everyone in the room, and at last casting a sidelong look toward Cal.

“We’re not going to be staying here very long,” Logan quickly said.

“I was serious,” Kris said, her voice much lower yet cutting into the quiet that had settled onto the room. “If you want us to leave we will leave first thing tomorrow.”

“Yes!” Cal said.

“No!” Noah shouted from the audience, standing up from his seat and joined by several others.

“If they don’t leave we’re bringing down the wrath of Caesar and God upon ourselves!”

“You don’t know that Cal,” Noah said.

“They’ve admitted to being atheists.”

“Doesn’t mean they aren’t willing to listen to us, right?”

This got the room falling quiet, eyes focused on our little group at center stage. I turned to look toward Veronica and Crazy Ian at the far end, but they were just staring back toward Kris. She closed her eyes again and gave a single, solemn nod.

“They’re definitely criminals though,” Cal again waved his arms wildly at us.

“So are we Cal,” Noah leaned forward, bracing his arms on the table. Like me, he and his brother were stocky guys, and I wondered if Cal might have already started lashing out violently if not for what he saw opposing him.

“We’re not criminals.”

“We are. You admitted it. Otherwise, why would we care about the police coming up here and asking about what we’re doing with all this property.”

“That’s different . . .”

“Is it?” Noah interrupted him.

“Of course it is.”

“Do you even know what you’re accusing them of Cal?” Hannah, having joined Noah and her husband at the long table, called out.

“They’re criminals!”

“What did they do? What’s their crime?”

“For the record,” Logan said, “I am not a criminal.”

“Pff,” Cal scoffed. “Alright, so where’d you get that armored truck then?”

“Actually, it belongs to the pastor at Greg’s church. Greg, uh, his old church. He asked me to drive it out west and deliver it to some people there.”

“People out west? Do you think we’re fucking stupid? You’re working for those separatists out there.”

“I don’t know anything about that, sir,” Logan spoke with his best military bearing. “I’m just doing a favor for a friend. Had some people here that Greg knew who were heading out west as well, I offered to give them a ride.”

“I’m kinda out of work after my employer burned down,” I said. “Was thinking about going with them, or settling down somewhere else.” I was not sure why I inserted this, or if it was helpful. I concluded with a shrug.

“Yeah?” Cal said. “Then what’s in your armored truck? What are you transporting?”

“That’s a really good question,” Logan said. “I’d like to know too.”

“You don’t know what you’re transporting?”

Logan scowled and shrugged. “Nope. Pastor Will never told me.”

“Haven’t you opened it up to check?” the chairwoman asked.

“No. We can’t. There’s an extra padlock on the back and we don’t have the combination.”

“So it could be anything,” Cal said.

“Well, not anything. Could be a lot of things.”

“That’s awfully convenient for you, isn’t it? Don’t know what’s in there and conveniently can’t get it open.”

“Would it make a difference if you knew what was in there?” The soft voice with which Kris asked this question gave it that much more of a punch. Cal was left stammering, working his jaw without forming words, unable to land on a response. “If it doesn’t matter, than what exactly are you accusing us of?”

“Maybe it does matter. I think it matters a lot.”

“In that case,” Logan said, “we’ll cut it open and find out.”

“We can’t do that!” Veronica looked among us with a shocked stare. She paused, glancing around at the blank expressions in the crowd and our own quizzical looks, as if there was someone who might jump in to agree with her. “It’s not ours. We can’t just break in.”

“It’s ours as much as all the houses here belong to these folks,” Logan said to her, opening up his arms to the room. “Which is to say, entirely, for all practical purposes. I say we open it.”

“What?” Veronica let out another shocked yelp.

“Are you sure, Logan?” Kris asked.

“I’m not saying we take it all out or keep it or use it, whatever it is. But I’ve risked my life twice now for whatever that package is. Greg has too. I think we at least deserve to know what’s inside. And honestly, if everyone here has agreed to take us in for a while I think they deserve to know as well. Really, if it’ll end this whole debate I’ll cut it open myself.”

Kris held his gaze, then stepped forward to look past him toward Cal. “Will that be enough? If we open the truck and show everyone what’s inside, will that satisfy your objections?”

Cal tried to meet her stare, but ended up turning away, jaw clenched shut, looking off into space. His wife watched him apprehensively, then turned to us. “It will,” she said.

“Alright,” Logan smiled and clapped his hands. “So it’s settled. We’ll cut it open first thing tomorrow.” Even as he said this he seemed to realize, and quickly added, “right after church, of course.”

*     *     *

At the end of that night Hannah walked us down to our new place. By now all of us had some ‘stuff’ to take along, for the others mostly consisting of second-hand clothes. The house we got was actually the one where we got this stuff from. It was one of a couple houses on church street being used for extra storage. Odd, random furniture and cardboard boxes filled with clothes or shoes or random household stuff had been crammed into all the available interior space. There were plenty of beds among its various rooms, but almost no space to walk anywhere. There was no electricity connected up even if the little neighborhood grid could support our demand, and no running water, leaving us to draw from the barrel of rain water outback and use the outhouse built atop a septic tank in the yard next door.

Hannah navigated through the house with a rechargeable flashlight, though by now the moon was up and shining through the big back windows.

I ended up getting the couch in the front room downstairs. I sat there, after most of the group had gone to bed, listening to Kris and Hannah talk at the nearby dining table.

“I’m really sorry about that little drama tonight,” Hannah said.

“Oh. That’s okay.”

“I’d heard some of the committee members talking about which church y’all would join, but I had no idea they were going to spring it on you like that.”

“Is that not how you normally greet newcomers?”

“No,” she shook her head and made a foul face. “No, not at all. We would never put people on the spot like that. Or we never did before.”

“Do you get a lot of new people moving in?”

“No, but when we do they usually just start coming to one of the churches each Sunday, without any drama or big announcement.”

Kris paused, looking out toward the moonlit yard. “Your mother-in-law seemed to think something like this might happen.”

“Well, she would know, she’s on the committee.”

“What she wouldn’t ever explain to me though,” Kris said, “was why?”

“You asked her?”

“Several times, when she mentioned this. That is, when she implied it. She was pretty circumspect, just kept telling us we needed to think about which church to join, about where we would be on Sunday. I think Logan was a little put off by it.”

“You weren’t?”

Kris shrugged, then smiled to herself, her wane grin highlighted in the pale moonlight. “I was just curious. I didn’t understand, and still don’t.”

“Don’t understand which part?”

“Why it’s such a big deal? Why are the stakes so high?”

“Well,” Hannah scowled. “It’s like Cal was saying. Your group joining gives us a clear majority.”

“I followed that much, but to what end? What does that majority get you? What does Cal lose if he doesn’t have a majority.”

“That’s the thing. Not much.”

“How often do you have these town meeting and hold votes?”

“It’s kind of irregular. Every couple months?”

“Is Cal afraid he’ll get voted off the committee?”

Hannah frowned and shook her head. “There’s no chance of that. The committee has always been three representatives from each church.”

“So what is he afraid of then?”

“He’s afraid,” Hannah started, but then paused, looking down at the table and considering her words. “It’s like, ever since we started this neighborhood committee, Cal has totally wanted to be in charge. Or have his church be in charge.”

“Does he have some position of power in his church?”

“Kinda? He and Susie have always been some of the wealthier people in the neighborhood. Cal is one of the few people still working. I mean, still with a regular corporate paying job. They like to flaunt their wealth whenever they can.”

“So does he want to get rid of your committee and take charge himself?”

“Hmm. Maybe. Not so much, I think. He just wants to get his way. He wants his church to be the one calling the shots. Ever since we decided to form a neighborhood committee and started some of the projects around here, about four-five years ago, Cal has been proposing to make his church like, the official church or something. Like, okay, for a while his big thing was some kind of fee charged to everybody that would go to church funds. He also got on some crusade for a while trying to force everyone to attend the Sunday services they set up over at the old elementary school.”

“He wasn’t able to though?” Kris asked in her soft, quiet tone.

“No. Most of his religious crusades have failed. I guess he did succeed in requiring everyone to attend church on Sunday, but that just got a bunch more people coming to the Eponymous services.”

“Didn’t he have a majority though?”

“What?”

“I thought our arrival gave you, or your church, a majority. So did Cal’s congregation not have the majority before?”

“Yeah, that’s right.”

“So why couldn’t he impose all these ideas of his if he had a majority before tonight?”

“Oh,” Hannah smiled. “I mean, his church was bigger than ours, population wise, but he couldn’t get a majority vote. You saw it earlier tonight. Things got put up to a town vote and some of his own people voted against him.”

“Oh,” Kris nodded. “I understand. Practically he couldn’t do what he wanted before, but now we’ve crossed a psychological threshold.”

“Yes, exactly. His congregation officially becomes smaller than ours. At least, as long as you guys are around.” Hannah gave a little smirk and a shake of her head. “When this started, the neighborhood committee and all that I mean, it was probably only a tenth of us at the Eponymous services. Maybe that’s why Cal thought he could run everything his way.”

“Wow, have you really added that many new people out here over the years?”

“Hmm? Oh, no, not that many. Most of it has been people leaving Cal’s congregation to join us.”

“Oh,” Kris nodded again in a sort of slow rocking of her whole body. “That explain a lot.”

“It does?”

“Uh-huh. Petty little man, wants to feel big, throw his weight around, finds himself shrinking instead. Feels threatened, reacts with anger.”

“Yeah, petty is right. Like tonight, you saw. When he realized he couldn’t get his way and block you guys joining, or force you to join his congregation, he resorted to stupid demands to open up your truck and riffle through your stuff.”

“Uh-huh.”

“It was actually really funny when it backfired on him,” Hannah let out a genuine laugh.

“How so?”

“Well, I guess, I think he would have preferred you resist and say he couldn’t open your truck, and then he wanted to accuse you of stuff and force another vote, which if he won would have made him feel powerful. Instead you guys just agreed.”

“He didn’t get to experience that rush of conquering the vanquished.”

“Exactly,” Hannah nodded to her.

“Hmph,” Kris gave a sly little smirk. “Almost wish we had made a bigger deal of it, let him have the win.”

“Really?”

“If it would have helped diffuse things long term. Sure, of course. Though I don’t think it would have.”

“If anything I wish you’d put up a fight and won. Maybe at last cut that man down to size.”

“Except that might have just sown further resentment. I’m sure there are some others here that agree with Cal’s ideas.”

“If they do they need to be brought down a notch too.” Hannah smiled, then reached and touched Kris on the arm. “Seriously though, I hope you aren’t letting them do this just to keep the peace here.”

“Oh no, not at all.”

“Are you sure? Because if so you don’t have to let them. I can go talk to Susie tomorrow, we can stop this. If you want.”

“Would Susie help us?”

“She knows making demands like that is no way to treat anyone, guest or new neighbor. I’m sure Cal is getting an earful from her tonight.”

“Hmph. Well, I don’t know if it matters what I want. The truck is Logan’s to take care of, and he seemed onboard with opening it up.”

“You’re sure?”

Kris just shrugged. “If I’m being honest I am curious to find out what’s inside.”

Hannah leaned back, regarding Kris in the moonlight that had by now risen to fall directly across the table. “You honestly don’t know what’s inside that truck, huh?”

“No. Did you think we were lying about it?”

“Oh no, I didn’t mean to imply that. I just, I’m saying,” she looked away. “I don’t know what I’m saying. I guess I’m surprised you don’t know. I thought maybe you were lying about not knowing for some reason. Which, not a judgement. If you had lied and said you didn’t know I would have totally understood.”

“Why would we do that?”

“Oh, I don’t know. I mean, maybe if what’s inside is illegal. You know, just to say you didn’t realize you were transporting, you know, whatever.”

“Well I definitely don’t know. Maybe Logan knows and was leading them on for some reason. He has a certain guile to him. Do you know Greg?”

Their turning to me seemed to make all of us, including myself, remember that I was present as well. “Honestly I never even thought to ask.”

“So, does that truck,” Hannah hesitated, looking between Kris and myself. “Does it really belong to the separatists?”

“The truck does,” Kris said, “but we’re not really working for them. Except Logan, kind of.”

“I’m sorry, that was kind of rude of me to ask something like that.”

“Oh no, you’re totally fine.”

“We’ve kind of had a rough evening for manners, haven’t we?”

“So does everyone in town think we’re part of the Resistance?” I asked.

“We’ve all suspected since you first arrived,” Hannah said. “Not that anybody cares. Cal tried to use it against you, like being called separatists is some great insult. You saw how well that worked. It’s funny, a bunch of people here probably voted Nationalist in the past but now I don’t think any of them would admit to it. At this point a lot of us are rooting for the separatists.”

“I was being truthful when I said we’re not actually with the Resistance,” Kris said. “The honest truth is, we’re escapees from Spiderhead.”

I felt a coldness grip my chest as soon as she said this, but I kept my pose and face neutral. There were a long couple breaths in which this got no response, stretching out forever in my mind toward a sense of panic. Except, when Hannah at last responded, it was without shock but instead a mild curiosity. “Really?”

“Except Logan and Greg. Greg’s the one who rescued us.”

She turned to me and asked, “are you the reason that whole riot broke out?”

I shook my head. “I just happened to be there at the time and took advantage of the situation. The riot probably got started by people looking for a cure for GTV.”

“So, I heard about that. Is it really a war virus? Every week when we download news archives it sounds like it’s spread to all these different places.”

“I don’t really know anything more than you. I don’t even know if there was a cure at Spiderhead. It’s just some people thought there was.”

“So all this time you were a security guard at this place you were actually helping the separatists?”

“I’d only been working there a couple months. Honestly, with the Resistance, all I’ve done is help get this truck to Cincinnati and then fuck everything up for them by bringing them some escapees to take care of.”

“That’s nothing to be sorry about Greg,” Hannah said with a stern earnestness.

I stammered as I went to respond. “I mean, I know. I’d do it again, except maybe not get the same people involved. I mean, I’d have brought Kris and the others straight out here and not gotten Ethan and Logan involved. Logan’s only been working for them for as long as I have, but he’s in charge of getting that armored truck out west and, well, I don’t know, but supposedly whatever is in it is really important.”

“Do you think Logan really doesn’t know what’s inside?”

“I, uh, yeah. I think if he knew he would have had no issue announcing it to everybody.” I paused and considered this. “Either that or if he knew and thought it should stay a secret he would have put up a lot more resistance. I’m pretty sure he’d kill to protect whatever’s in that thing.”

“Would you?”

I hesitated in my response, tripping on words as I answered. “I, uh, I, yes. If I had to.”

A lapse in the conversation passed over us. “So,” Hannah said, “I guess that means you won’t be staying here long term.”

“Did you think we would?” Kris asked.

“I knew Logan and the others weren’t. I wasn’t sure about you and Greg.”

“Define long term,” she smiled. “We’re all definitely staying at least until Logan thinks it’s safe to get out on the road again.”

“When I said long term I was thinking, like, permanently.”

“Do you want us to stay permanently?” Kris asked.

“I would. I don’t know if you can tell but I’m kind of a people person and it’s always nice to get new people here, especially cool people like you guys. But you know, obviously, you shouldn’t listen to me, you guys have to do whatever’s best for you.”

“Do you really think so?” Kris asked this question is a straight, completely flat and serious tone.

“What?”

“Do you think we should just do what’s best for us?”

“Well,” Hannah paused and glanced at me. “When you put it like that.”

“I was asking honestly. Because personally, I think what’s best, for me anyway, might be to stay here. I mean, I know I’ve only been here a few days, but you guys, you seem cool, Cal’s outburst tonight notwithstanding, and you’ve been welcoming and you don’t get any police patrols, or really a lot of people at all from outside coming here. I wouldn’t mind staying for the foreseeable future. So that would be best for me personally. But, you know, it was the Resistance that rescued me, and they’re the ones fighting,” she paused, staring at her hands in her lap, before continuing. “I mean, I think, they’re fighting for all those people that didn’t escape like we did.”

“You sound like my husband,” Hannah smiled. “Every time we check the news Brandon is hoping there’s something good about the Free Pacific States. He secretly wants to run off and join them himself, whatever that would mean.”

“To be honest,” I said, “I think the Resistance is fighting for their own freedom. They probably don’t care much what happens east of the Rockies.”

“I don’t know about that,” Kris said. “There must be a reason people here are trying to help them.”

“Hope,” Hannah said. “That’s what I think. People are hoping that if the separatists out west win there’s a precedent, so like other states or cities could leave. I read in the news download today about a group in Columbus that’s promoting a peaceful separation for Ohio.”

“Maybe we should be helping them,” I said.

“Would you really do that Greg?” Kris asked.

“What?”

“Would you start helping the Resistance here, I mean, if you could?”

This caught me a little off guard. “I would if,” I stuttered, got caught, had to stop and restart. “I would. Yeah.” I had been about to blurt out ‘I would if you would’ but that sounded stupid.

“I would too, if I knew of a way to do it. Maybe just staying here and helping this place and making a refuge for,” she smirked, “well, for people like us, maybe that’s the best we can do.”

“It’s up to you, either way,” Hannah said. “You don’t have to figure it all out tonight. If you do decide to go west I’m sure Brandon will try to convince me that we should go with you.”

“Why does he want to go?”

“He’s kind of a romantic.”

“Kind of?”

“Yeah, okay, he’s a big romantic. He’d love to go off and fight for a worthy cause. I kind of would too. That and, you know, the chance for a better life.”

“You look like you have a really good life here. Which surprised me.”

“Why did that surprise you?”

“Oh, no, I didn’t,” Kris held a hand to her mouth. “I’m sorry, that was super condescending”

“Oh,” Hannah laughed. “No, I didn’t take it that way. Did you expect Fountain Garden to be something different?”

“I didn’t know what to expect. Honestly I’ve been in prison for the last few years, I didn’t know anything about the outside. When I found out you had to grow your own crops and generate your own electricity,” she looked down at her lap again and took a deep breath. “It all seemed really, you know, not primitive, but . . .”

“No, primitive is right.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s alright. It’s what we’ve got. I think most of us would be working regular jobs if we could, but right now, even if we could find something it probably wouldn’t pay enough to cover the gas cost for the commute, and none of us can afford a place closer in to the city. So we’re stuck here.”

“I’m,” Kris shook her head. “I’m sorry, it’s just hard to believe, I mean, I never knew anybody before who lived without money, ya know.”

“It’s surprisingly easy, but yeah, I definitely never thought I’d be living this way.”

“Do you think it’s really better out west?”

“I do. I think, the people there, they’re probably living the same way as us but, I think, or at least I’ve heard that they’re better at it. Obviously that could be totally untrue, maybe it’s a hellish warzone, but I’ve heard people in the Free Pacific States are better organized and unified, not just little isolated squatter communities like us.”

“Are there other communities like this around here?”

“Uh-huh, several of them. There’s one a couple miles east that’s a lot like us. Some other housing development with people squatting in the houses. I don’t think they even have a name for themselves. Anyway, there’s another one not far from that, the something brotherhood, they’re all living in the old high school. They’re kind of creepy actually, they’ve got some cult thing going on. It’s,” Hannah glanced away. “I shouldn’t say that, they’re super nice, always smiling, but they just give off that vibe, you know?” 

“I know exactly what you’re talking about. Did they, like, buy the high school or what?”

“No, I don’t think so. I think it was abandoned and they’re just squatting there like the rest of us.”

“Did the government just stop using the high school?”

“They closed it down with one of the funding cuts. It was about the same time they said they wouldn’t maintain the roads out here anymore. It sat empty for a year or two before the brotherhood people moved in. The Unity Brotherhood, that’s what it is.”

“So do the kids around here still go to school?”

“The younger kids do. A couple ladies have a day care/school thing set up in one of the empty houses on the park street. The teenagers get put to work. Brandon’s been teaching the Andersen boy how to weld.”

“Wow. So, um, there are all these abandoned houses and stuff around here, I’ve been wondering, where did all the people go?”

Hannah could only shrug. “Who knows? Moved closer in to the city I guess. Or maybe they went out west too, or down south, wherever they could find a job. Except of course the people like us who just stayed and squatted and then realized if we were gonna be squatting, and there were all these empty houses around, we might as well claim a nicer house.”

“Is that what you did?”

“Not us personally, but some people did. Obviously. Or like the brotherhood, they decided why not claim a whole high school if nobody’s using it.”

“Do you ever visit the high school, or the other people you mentioned.”

“Yeah. We trade sometimes with both groups.”

“Trade? Is it like, barter with them?”

“Not exactly. There’s a lot of haggling, but we pay them with money. Then they buy something from us. So the cash just gets traded back and forth.”

“What sort of stuff do you trade?”

“Mostly food. We sell them corn and fruit. The other squatters have a pretty good dairy farm thing going at this abandoned grocery store. The brotherhood has a whole textile operation set up, so we’ve gotten some clothes and blankets from them.”

“Wow. That’s,” Kris flashed a self-conscious smile. “I guess it’s primitive or whatever, but it’s kind of, I don’t know, cozy? Quaint little farming villages sort of thing. Or, sorry, I mean, I hope that wasn’t offensive.”

Hannah laughed again. “No, no, not at all.”

“Do you, I mean, do you ever sell food to like, people further away.”

“Like grocery stores in the city?”

“Sure.”

“No. We could never make any money that way, we’re not big enough. If you head north you’ll get to some big agribusiness fields that still have the scale of production to make money shipping food by truck and all that.”

“Do a lot of people work there?”

“No, it’s more automated,” Hannah looked away as she shook her head. “They can afford it, unlike us.”

“Oh. I was wondering why you guys didn’t get jobs with them, but I guess if they’re all automated.”

“Some of the guys thought of that as well, but there just aren’t a lot of those jobs either. Same as everywhere else.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. We don’t mind this life. Or, I should say, most people don’t. I guess I don’t either, though part of me still wants to head out west, see if things are better out there. Even if it’s just squatting but with better neighbors.”

“I see why you were keen on knowing if we’d stay.”

“What?”

“Well, how many of us can leave before you’re the minority again?”

“Oh, no, I didn’t mean those neighbors,” Hannah laughed. “Cal is a blowhard, but he’s one guy. Most people around here are perfectly nice. I meant our neighboring communities. The creepy cult and the agribusiness people.”

“What’s wrong with the agribusiness?”

“They think we’re competition somehow. They’ve issued citations against us for growing food in, whatever it is, we’re not ‘zoned’ for it. We actually got a court order or something a while back. I think this was last year. Their lawyer delivered it himself, or you know one of his aides or something did, whoever had to drive out here himself because we obviously don’t get mail out here anymore.”

“So what happened?”

“Nothing. We ignored it. Maybe they tried something else or filed more paperwork or something but,” Hannah shrugged, “nobody ever came around to enforce it or do anything about it, so we just kept on doing what we’re doing. It’s stupid anyway. Like, they think we would buy their crops if only we weren’t growing our own. As if we could afford that.”

“That is stupid.”

“It’s not really that big of a deal, but it’s the kind of thing I think wouldn’t happen out west. That’s what I would hope for, anyway.” Hannah sighed. “Greg, are you still awake?”

“Yes, I am.”

“Sorry, we didn’t mean to keep you up.”

I shook my head, though I don’t think they could see me in the dark. “No, it’s good, I’ve just been sitting here listening in.”

“A man who stayed queie the whole time,” Hannah smiled toward Kris as she stood up from her seat. “This one’s a keeper. Anyway, I should get home. I won’t keep you up any longer. It was good finally getting to sit down and talk with you Kris.”

“Likewise.”

As Hannah let herself out the sliding glass door and Kris headed upstairs, I at last laid out on the couch and pulled the blanket over me. Before I fell asleep it occurred to me I had been referred to as a ‘keeper’ before, more than once, and I started to wonder what it really meant.

*     *     *

The next afternoon we got the armored truck parked in front of the Reynolds’ workshop. Andrew Reynolds was a towering, wiry man, in contrast to his stout wife. He had a full, neat-trimmed beard, and had shaven his head smoothly bald, making him look far tougher than he acted. Despite the autumn chill in the air there was a crowd forming around us while the couple examined the lock.

“I don’t think we have bolt cutters big enough for it,” his wife said.

Andrew paused and glanced over at her. The heavy duty bolt cutters he had were so far just scraping up the padlock. Andrew himself was visibly sweating and breathing hard.

“You’re sure we don’t have anything bigger than these?”

She shook her head. Andrew put down the bolt cutters and went into the workshop to look for himself.

“I looked, we don’t have anything bigger.”

“You gave it a Brit look. It needs a full look.” He disappeared from sight behind a wood lathe and a row of shelves.

“A Brit look?” Logan asked.

“A Brittany look. As in, I’m the one who looked, not him.” She rolled her eyes.

“Ah. Do you prefer Brit or Brittany?”

“Either way.”

Logan nodded as he turned back to the truck. “I don’t suppose an acetylene torch would do the job.”

“We’re low on acetylene. Andrew doesn’t like to use it if he doesn’t have to.”

“Use it,” came a sudden cry from Cal, who stood nearby. We all turned to look at him, some giving him cold, narrowed-eye stares. “If you have to,” he added in a lower tone.

“However you open it,” Logan said as he turned back to us, “when you do, I want to be the first one in. I’m the one charged with this package.”

“Sure, okay.” Brit was about to say more but her husband now emerged back from the workshop, wheeling a cart that contained the setup for an acetylene torch.

“We didn’t have anything bigger,” he said.

“I told you. I looked.”

“And I confirmed. Everyone stand back.”

We all moved to a wide circle around the truck while Andrew got the cutting torch going. He wore a full welding mask as he leaned in and started cutting away at the padlock. In a few seconds he had the thing off.

The actual entrance at the back of the truck was more like a vault door than a car door. There was a step at the rear, from which opening the door would allow the shorter among us to walk through without even ducking. Logan was tall though. As Andrew climbed down Logan got up with the truck keys, unlocked the regular door lock, and entered.

By some unspoken convention I went in right after him, with Kris right behind me. Inside Logan found a light switch, just as if he were entering a normal house. A pair of LEDs illuminated the big compartment.

Stepping across the threshold I found myself in a large but cramped space. On my left there was a gun rack. Slots and hooks three deep held a thick array of rifles and heavier weapons. Below these were rack spaces for sidearms, tasers, scopes and silencers. On the floor beneath the racks were ammo crates. I bent over to pull one out, discovering without opening it that it was full.

Logan stepped forward and turned his focus to the stack of wooden crates on the right. He tried to one open before realizing the crate was nailed shut and would require a pry bar. Instead he took a look at a label on top, tapped his finger on it, then continued forward. I stepped up to look at where he had pointed. The crate, in fact all of the crates in this stack, had plastic sleeves atop that held paperwork on what was inside. Most of the top sheet was taken up by a computer-readable scanner code, but the paper also had a label and a picture that made it clear this was a box of grenades.

“Wow, look at this,” Logan said.

Kris and I came forward. Others, Hannah and Grant and Cal, were trying to cram into the limited space behind us. Forward from the gun rack there was a smaller stack of metal containers. Unlike the grenades these were sealed with a simple clasp Logan had undone. As I stepped up next to him I looked in to see something that looked like a poker-chip caddy, meant to hold the chips in horizontal rows. Except in this case it wasn’t poker chips but gold coins.

Logan pulled one a coin and held it up. Then handed it to me. I turned and held it up to the nearest light, both for myself and those behind me. It had a picture of an eagle on one side, a president on the other, and was labeled ‘U.S. Eagle, 1 oz.’

“How many of those are there?” Kris asked.

“A lot,” I said.

“We’ve got armaments,” Logan said, “money, and whatever this is.”

He was referring now to a set of plastic coolers stacked opposite the coin chests, tucked into the forward most corner of the storage space. Logan had opened the top container and was staring, puzzled, at whatever was inside.

“What is it?”

“I don’t know. Vials of something. And needles.” He produced out from the cooler a plastic sheath with some more paperwork. He glanced at it then thrust it toward me. “I have no idea what this is.”

I took the paperwork. Its letterhead identified it as belonging to the ‘Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency.’ Under this there was a title that clearly identified it as a chemical, but it was the longest polysyllabic compound chemical word I had ever seen, and I did not even want to try to pronounce it. Beyond that the paper was some kind of form, filled out with numbers and values that had no meaning to me.

“Let me see that,” Kris said, taking the paperwork from me. She removed it from its plastic sheath and started rifling through the pages.”

“Does that make sense to you?” I asked.

“I think so. It’s been a long time.”

“Since what?”

“Since I was in school.”

“Were you studying chemistry?”

“I wanted to be a doctor.”

“So whatever these vials have we’ve got a lot of it,” Logan said. “These metal boxes have different coins in them. This one is silver, this one is, uh, white gold or, I don’t know, some other metal.” He closed up some of the coin boxes he had opened. “I’m gonna assume that’s what all this stack is because these boxes are really heavy.

“Is that gold you’ve got?” it was Brandon that asked from the doorway.

“It is,” I said, “a lot of it. I think maybe we should inventory it.”

“Be my guest,” Logan said to me. “Kris, any idea what these vials are?”

“They’re,” she trailed off. We waited, but then the moment dragged and we wondered if she was going to respond. “It’s,” she kept reading, shuffling through the stack of paperwork.

“Is it some kind of chemical agent?” Logan asked.

“It is.”

“What does it do? Some weapon or poison or something?”

“It’s a,” Kris continued to stare at the paperwork. “It’s a treatment for GTV.”

“It’s a treatment for the Genetic Toxin Virus?”

“Uh-huh.”

“So like a vaccine?”

“No, it’s a cure. Supposedly. It’s actually,” Kris flipped through some more of the pages, “it’s a series of chemicals that have to be administered at different intervals. Or, this is one of the compounds, I’m assuming the others are in these other boxes.”

“Maybe. They all look the same to me.”

“Y’all mind if we have a look inside?” Ms. Fischer had clambered her way to the door and now called from just outside.

We all shuffled around so Logan, Kris, and I could get back out. Kris still carried the paperwork from the cooler and had yet to look up from it.

“So what is this you’ve found?” Brandon stood with his wife to help us step down from the truck’s rear running board.

“It says it’s a treatment regimen for GTV,” Kris said.

“Do you think it’s real?” Hannah asked.

“I don’t know. It looks real.”

“How did it end up here?”

Kris just shook her head, then looked up at me and Logan.

I was quick to shake my head as well. “I was asked to help get this truck and get it past some GSA checkpoints. It was parked in a barn way out in the boonies, near, um, Nelsonville.”

“It’s a little town near the West Virginia border,” Logan said. “I helped them bring it in.”

“That was the first time either of us had seen this truck, and we never had any idea what was in it.”

Logan nodded his head along with this. “Ethan was a pretty big shot financial officer at some major corporation, so obviously the Resistance has some pretty powerful connections. Wouldn’t surprise me if they had some insiders in the Pentagon too.”

“If this is real though,” Kris said, “I mean, wasn’t this what all the rioting last week was about?”

“More or less.”

“If people are really getting sick though, and the government has a cure . . .”

Logan met her gaze without blinking. “Yeah. What of it?”

“I think you guys are missing the bigger picture here,” Grant said. He had just emerged out from the truck himself and stepped into our conversation. “We have got thousands, maybe millions, of dollars worth of gold and precious metals in this truck.”

“It’s not ours though,” Kris said.

“Like Logan said, it’s ours the same way these guys own these houses. It’s ours in every way that matters.”

“What exactly are you proposing?” Logan asked.

“I don’t know. We’re rich. We can do whatever we want.”

Logan glanced around, seeing it was just our little group and the Fischers in a circle now, everyone else angling to get a look inside the truck. “Rich doesn’t change the fact that you’re a wanted prison escapee.”

Grant responded in an equally low tone. “Given the way the Nationalists run the judicial system I think being rich might just be enough to change that.”

“It doesn’t belong to us though,” Kris said again. “It belongs to,” she paused and looked over at Hannah and Brandon, and at myself. “It belongs to people who are fighting for us.”

“Whatever,” Grant said. “Let’s take it west, sell it to the Resistance, and live like kings.”

“I don’t think there’s quite a king’s fortune in there,” Logan said. “However, to Kris’ point, I think this stuff does belong to us to the extent that we are also part of this fight.”

“You think we should take it for ourselves?” she asked.

“I think it might prove useful in getting us west.”

Our conversation was interrupted then by the blast of an air-horn. We all jumped a little, ears ringing. Before anybody could speak again there was another blast, and then a third.

“What the fuck was that?” Logan asked.

“Three honks,” Brandon said, “means a town meeting.”

“As in, right now?”

“Usually it announces the start of one,” Hannah said. “When one’s been scheduled, to announce it starting to the stragglers.”

“Is this an unannounced meeting then?”

“Yes it is.”

Logan paused and looked around. Veronica was standing in the armored truck doorway, Crazy Ian inside behind her. None of the committee people were still around.

Moving over to the truck Logan ushered the others out. He closed up the door, locked it, and clipped the keys to his belt, right next to his sidearm.

*     *     *

At the other end of the street the thresher was running, its rumble interrupting the otherwise quiet day even at this distance.

Most of the town, almost a hundred and fifty people, was gathered in the circle at the end of main street. I had a new appreciation for the size of the community; there had not been near this many people at the bar the previous night. The neighborhood committee was standing on the pile of dirt at the center of the cul-de-sac circle. They had to shout over the low murmur of the crowd and the low hum of the thresher.

The chairwoman stepped to the top, holding up her arms for quiet. “So, folks, settle down everyone, settle down. So, by now most of you have heard. We’ve come in to possession of a significant windfall. The armored truck that came in this past week has a few million dollars in gold and precious metals inside.”

I could not help but ponder the wisdom of shouting this statement across a large crowd. While it did create a stirring there was no other provoked response.

“We’ll need to decide the best thing to do with the money. Which is why, we all agreed,” she gestured to the rest of the committee gathered with her, “we wanted to get you all here and make an announcement, so everyone could have time to consider. We’ll be holding an official meeting tomorrow night, after . . .”

“Whoa, whoa, what?” Logan leapt up onto the dirt pile, landing just shy of the chairwoman. “What is this?” He was facing more toward the committee than the crowd, yet his loud voice carried across the circle.

“What is . . ?”

“You haven’t come in to anything! That truck is ours. It belongs to some people out west, and we were charged with delivering it to them. You can’t just start taking what’s in it.”

“Well, now, I’m not saying . . .”

“What the fuck? Are you seriously about to deny that’s what you’re intending?”

“Look, son,” Wade’s brother, whose name I still had not learned, said. I was not sure of his exact age, but regardless I think he specifically chose to use the word ‘son’ as a put down. “We’ve taken you in out of the kindness of our hearts, when we could have turned you all in for the reward. Consider what you say next carefully.”

I felt myself go cold. As much as Cal had spoken of us bringing law enforcement down on the community, this was the first time someone had mentioned the possibility of a reward. That it came from one of the hippy committeemen who had seemed to be one of our defenders the night before had me all the more worried.

I had not heard anything about an actual reward and had no idea if it was real. This comment got a response from the crowd though, in the form of a collective intake of breath and the stirring of side comments. I wondered how many had not fully appreciated that they were harboring fugitives.

Up on the dirt pile I thought Logan might go ahead and shoot the councilman where he stood. Instead he closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Then he stepped over to the man. “There is no reward out for any of us, son.” Logan said ‘son’ with a heavy emphasis. 

“There’s a reward for anybody helping the separatists out west,” Susie said, stepping up next to the chairwoman.

I glanced around at the crowd, sensing another stirring, more murmurs shifting through, more glances my way. Three of the actual fugitives, Veronica, Grant, and Crazy Ian, stood just behind me, at the edge of the crowd, looking ready to run. I realized Kris was no longer at my side though, having slipped forward at some point as Logan had done.

“Is that your intent?” Kris asked. Her voice was loud, projecting far better than any of the others, even Logan. She hefted herself up onto the dirt pile to stand right in front of the committee. “To call the police? Turn us in, find out if there’s maybe a reward?”

“Okay now,” the chairwoman stepped toward Kris, raising her hands to the audience as she tried to regain control of this meeting. “Nobody said anything about calling the police.”

“And we won’t have to either,” Susie said. “We can all come to an agreement here.”

“An agreement?” Logan asked.

She met his intense stare with a fiery one of her own. “Now, we did take you folks in, out of the kindness of our hearts, right?” She nodded and looked around, trying to get others to nod along and thus agree with her. “And there is a lot of money in that truck of yours.”

“Robbing us is no kindness,” Kris said with a certain finality. Her words had a cut to them, causing Susie and the crowd to fall quiet, waiting for more, but she just stared with her intent gaze and her arms folded.

“What do you think you’re gonna do with that money anyway?” Logan asked.

“What could we do with it?” Cal had obviously been fighting to restrain himself so far but now stepped forward to address Logan at a shout. “We could buy all our houses outright! With this money we wouldn’t have to worry about any more foreclosure attempts or being evicted by AgriGen.” 

“Nobody’s worried about that now!” Brandon, standing near me, shouted. I glanced at him, and at his wife and brother standing nearby. I felt a sudden relief at knowing that at least not the whole crowd was about to turn on us.

“Everyone, everyone, please,” the chairwoman stepped forward in an effort to reclaim center stage. “We’ll discuss this at the meeting tomorrow . . .”

“Discuss what to do with your stolen money,” Logan crowded up right next to her.

“Please, this isn’t about stealing . . .”

“What the fuck is it about then?”

“It’s,” she at last turned her attention directly toward Logan. “That money could make a huge difference to this community.”

“So you’ re gonna meet to think up justifications for theft?”

“Well what the hell are you gonna do with the money?” Cal inserted himself between Logan and the chairwoman. “It doesn’t belong to you just because you stole it first. You think a bunch of traitors in California deserve this money more than us?”

Now this got a real stirring in the crowd. It had struck a nerve, with comments both for and against being murmured or not quite shouted in response. As I had the night before I sensed the political fault lines of the town start to shift and expand.

“Cal, what are we gonna use this money for?” Brandon asked. This got him an incredulous look from the tall Cal, who glowered down at him from atop the dirt pile.

“I agree with Mr. Fisher,” Wade stepped forward, peering over his glasses and projecting a strong voice. “Buying our houses now would just be paying for useless pieces of paper. Nobody’s coming to evict us. Nobody cares. Let’s not spend this money on more useless corporate crap.”

“Don’t start with the corporate America crap again,” Cal said, storming over to him.

“You’re the one that wants to funnel money to them for useless paper.”

“Yeah, so let’s not buy our houses outright, see how well that works out.”

“Nobody is coming for them. Not now, not ever.”

“You keep saying that, and I keep telling you when the day comes you’ll regret . . .”

“Guys, guys,” Susie rushed over to insert herself between them. “Wade is right, we shouldn’t be paying for deeds right now that could be useless later when some other bank or some weird new law comes along. What we need to do is bury this money. Bury it where nobody can find it and get rid of the armored truck in case anybody ever comes looking for it. That way, when the crisis is over and the banks really have a way to evict us we can buy our houses then, when a title deed will mean something.”

From the crowd this got, as far as I could tell, a warm reception, as if it were a reasonable compromise to the argument it had completely ignored. Logan still stood next to the chairwoman, balling his fists.

“What are you talking about,” Ms. Fischer said. Like the men up there her voice carried quite well over the crowd. “Let’s be real. The crisis is never going to be over!” She stepped over next to Kris, giving Susie and Cal a mean glare. “The economic crisis is never going to end because it isn’t a crisis. It’s just how things are now. The banks are never going to come trying to foreclose on us because they don’t exist anymore. We don’t need this money.”

“You fucking lefties keep saying we don’t need this money like we all live in some big socialist commune,” Cal stepped over to her, doing his best to stand tall and tower over the shorter woman. “Do you even remember how hard we had to save to get that solar pump? You sure as hell weren’t complaining when you didn’t have to lug water from the creek anymore, even though I don’t recall you ever working a goddamn day for any of that money we saved. So kindly step off from trying to give away our money.”

“It’s not yours to give away.”

“Hey,” moving forward from where he had been standing next to me, Noah stepped up to the base of the dirt pile and craned his neck back to address Cal. “Me and my brother saved money for the solar pump too, so it’s our money as much as yours, and we say these folks can keep it.”

“You wanna put this to a vote?” Cal glared down at him.

“You’re gonna vote now on whether to rob us?” Logan asked.

“Logan, Logan,” the chairwoman stepped up to him, reaching out a hand, about to touch him on the shoulder but then holding back when he turned his anger her way. “Please, everyone calm down. Logan, we don’t want to steal from anybody. But all of you have joined our community, some just for now, I know, but maybe some long term?” She looked over at Kris but got only that enigmatic stare in return. “What I mean to say, we all contribute around here. The Fischers, they helped us buy the solar pump, and the Reynolds helped fix their truck, and everyone pitched in with the harvest.”

Logan was just glaring at her, and she could not quite seem to meet his gaze, but she plugged on nonetheless, directing her words more toward Kris and the crowd. “What I’m saying is, if all of you maybe have some claim on what’s in that truck, and some of you are going to be staying with us long term . . .”

The crowd had grown quiet listening to her plea, but now that was broken by a shout from behind me. “It’s not ours,” Crazy Ian said. An unnerving number of glares turned in our general direction. “I’m sorry, but the truck isn’t ours. We were just hitching a ride. The truck belongs to Logan and Greg.”

My stomach dropped when he included me in that comment, because right away the attention of everyone present focused on me. It had been bad enough the night before standing on a stage and not having to really say anything. I knew if I tried to speak I would break down in some unintelligible stammer, so instead I just stood there, staring up at Kris.

“Greg,” the chairwoman said. “You were planning on staying long term, right?”

Up on stage Kris met my stare. Her gaze, as impossible to describe as ever, was yet different somehow. The moment of panic passed beyond me, and I turned toward the chairwoman.

“The truck doesn’t belong to any of us,” I spoke as loud as I could. “Logan was hired to take it west and deliver it out there. What’s inside doesn’t belong to him or me or any of us. I’m,” I stuttered, caught myself, took a deep breath. “I’m sorry. If you’re all determined to steal what’s inside I can’t stop you, but I won’t take part in it. I won’t,” I caught myself again and hesitated, my eyes slipping back over toward Kris. When she caught my gaze again I resolved right away to finish my thought. “If this is the kind of town that steals like that, then, uh, then, I don’t think I will be staying either. I’m sorry.”

There was a brief moment in which the whole circle, the whole neighborhood fell quiet, even the hum of the thresher down the street sinking into the background. It was brief indeed though, because a second later Cal broke it with a resounding shout.

“Well maybe we don’t want you to stay,” he said. “Maybe we don’t want any of you to stay.”

“You’re gonna steal our truck and then kick us out?” Logan asked, his voice rising in volume to match.

“We are going to take,” Cal’s voice boomed, seeming like he might win this arms race with Logan, “what the Lord provides.”

“Oh come off it, Calvin,” Ms. Fischer added her own bellowing voice. “Don’t be pushing that prosperity gospel nonsense on us all.”

“That nonsense? Nonsense? We have prayed to the Lord, and He has provided. We prayed when we were going hungry two winters ago, and he provided us with bountiful harvests. We prayed when we struggled to get clean drinking water, and he provided us with a solar pump. We prayed . . .”

“Oh you don’t think we weren’t praying too?” Ms. Fischer cut him off with a cry in her voice. “All of us were praying.”

“Pff,” he almost seemed about to spit as he rolled his eyes at this. “You’re not praying over there. You’re debating which of God’s commandments you can ignore.”

“You’re doing the same thing Cal! You’re doing the same thing, just we talk about it, you decide by yourself and just dictate to everyone else what they gotta think.”

“You people think you’re smarter than God! You’re over there trying to ‘fix’ God’s mistakes.”

“We all have a hard enough time fixing your fuck ups, Cal.”

“My fuck ups?”

“You about to tell everyone God commanded you to rob these people. You about to say they’re here so he could reward us with what they got.”

“God delivered them to us! He delivered that truck here! Does anyone,” Cal paused, then twisted some, directing his words more toward the crowd. “Does anyone honestly believe God did not intend us to take these people in, and that as a reward he brought us what’s in that truck?”

“I believe God gave these people free will so they could decide for themselves,” Ms. Fischer spoke before Cal was even finished.

As Cal turned back toward her, Logan, who was still standing awkwardly midway between them, held up his arms in a shrug. “So what the fuck? Are you kicking us out or not?”

“Stay or don’t, but that truck is here now because God wanted it to be, and it’s open because God wanted it to be . . .”

“So when you take everything from these people it’s because God wanted it to be?” Ms. Fischer again spoke over him.

“I am saying,” Cal’s voice rose again in response, almost to a shout that could drown out the low hum of the thresher, “that we prayed when we were in need, and God delivered our salvation into our hands. That truck,” he pointed with an extra exertion of force, then paused and turned back to the crowd. “That truck contains enough money to ensure we survive this crisis and still own our homes and everything else we’ve built when its over. Isn’t that what we’ve been praying for? For God to deliver us from this depression? He has given us exactly what we asked for, exactly what we need.”

“What about the people out west who might need it more?” Kris said. Her voice was not as loud yet she projected it better, causing it to carry over the crowd in a way Cal had to scream to match.

Scream was just how he responded, too. “The people out west? The fucking separatists? Those people are traitors and terrorists. They’re Un-American atheists. Is that who should get that money, those weapons, that medicine?” Again he spoke straight to the crowd and gesticulated with one arm toward our truck. “You gonna let all that, our salvation, the answer to our prayers, get taken by a bunch of God-less socialist terrorists.”

“I’m not an atheist,” Logan said flatly.

“So the truth comes out,” Ms. Fischer said at the same moment.

“What is that supposed to mean?” Cal turned toward Ms. Fischer.

“It means for all your cawing and strutting about your humility before God, when the chips are down you’re nothing but a greedy thief.”

“Humility? You’re telling me about humility? You’re the ones arrogant enough to think the word of God is wrong.”

“We’re the ones looking for the real word of God! You’re over there telling everyone the word of God is whatever benefits you.”

“You’re either arrogant or stupid if you can’t find the word of God. Here, here,” Cal reached into his back pocket and produced a pocket-bible. All of us watched, a little perplexed, as he came forward and thrust this toward Ms. Fisher. “Right here. I found it for ya.”

“That book ain’t all the word of God,” Ms. Fischer said.

“This book is the literal word of God. It’s the most perfect source of morality in human history, which you would know if you weren’t so arrogant to think you can correct it.”

“That book justifies slavery!” Ms. Fisher raised her voice to match Cal’s escalations, a cutting cry entering it now. There was a bit of hesitation from Cal, and everyone, at this, allowing her to continue. “You telling me your perfect morality justifies slavery?”

“It doesn’t justify slavery.”

“It literally gives rules about how much masters can beat their slaves.”

“That doesn’t justify slavery.”

“Of course it does. As long as you don’t knock our their teeth or their eyes you can beat slaves as much as you want. That’s what it says.”

“That doesn’t justify it.”

Ms. Fischer held out her arms in bafflement. “What?”

“Just because you don’t understand the word of God doesn’t mean you can change it.”

“So you’re okay with slavery.”

“Of course not.”

“So you admit that bible is wrong.”

“No, the word of God is not wrong.”

“I ain’t saying the word of God is wrong, I’m saying the bible ain’t all the word of God.”

At this point the two of them were shouting over each other. “This is the word of God,” Cal thrust forward the book again.

“You’re saying God is okay with slavery.”

“We may not understand the word of God . . .”

“I understand what slavery is.”

“We may not understand but that doesn’t mean we can change it.”

Ms. Fisher took a deep breath. “I ain’t doing anything different than you Cal.” This gave him pause, enough for her to continue. “Neither of us thinks slavery is right, and that means parts of the bible ain’t right and ain’t the word of God. It’s just I admit that and you keep talking like you can have it both ways.”

“Just because we don’t understand something doesn’t mean it’s wrong.”

“How are you having a hard time admitting slavery is wrong?”

“I didn’t say that. Just because you don’t understand . . .”

“What don’t I understand Calvin?” she said forcefully.

“The bible doesn’t justify slavery, it does the opposite, it justifies freedom, you just have to learn how to interpret what it says.”

“What do you think we’re doing Cal? Every Sunday we get together and talk about which parts are right and which aren’t.”

“All of it is right!”

“Including the beating your slaves part?”

“All of it is right even if we can’t understand how!” Cal held up the bible again, this pocket version engulfed in his big, meaty hand as he again thrust it toward Ms. Fisher. “This book is the most perfect source of morality in the history of man. It’s truth is proven by the fact that it was written by different authors over hundreds of years and yet does not contain a single contradiction.”

“What are you talking about, it’s loaded with contradictions.”

“No, it is not. To those with real faith . . .”

“Do you want me to show you?”

“Show me?”

“A contradiction in your bible.”

“You can’t show me one because there aren’t any.”

Ms. Fischer stepped forward, gesturing for him to hand over the book. Cal hesitated, but she kept coming, insistent, and he reluctantly held it out.

Right away she flipped it open to the beginning.

“Right here, Genesis 1:11. ‘Let the land produce vegetation: seed-bearing plants and trees on the land that bear fruit with seed in it, according to their various kinds. And it was so.’ That was the third day. Later, Genesis 1:26, that’s the ‘let us make mankind in our image.’ That’s the sixth day. Fine. Then here, Genesis 2:5. ‘Now no shrub had yet appeared on the earth and no plant had yet sprung up’. Yet God ‘forms a man from the dust’.”

With a slam she closed up the book. “God creates plants first, before man, in chapter 1, then creates man before plants in chapter 2. Your perfect book can’t get through the first two chapters without a contradiction.”

“This is ridiculous,” Cal said. “You have the arrogance to think you can understand God. You’re claiming to know what God meant by creating things and by days . . .”

“It takes special understanding of God to be able to count?”

“It takes faith to be able to understand what is being said to you by God and not just reject things you don’t immediately understand.”

“Calvin,” Kris said. Her voice was not at the shouted volume of this whole exchange yet still projecting, quieter than the rest yet cutting them all off. She stood there, staring at him, and I had no doubt he was silenced more by her gaze than anything else.

A hush fell over the circle for a second that stretched not just in time but space, silencing the world around us. I realized I had been completely focused on the two figures in the shouting match. Their argument had veered so wildly far off track that they had seemed to engulf and exclude the rest of the world. Suddenly now I became aware again of everything else, of Kris and Logan and the other committee members standing up there on the dirt mound, of the crowd, of the thresher humming at the end of the street and the cold, clear afternoon sky above us.

At last Kris continued, her voice still soft yet somehow completely filling all that quiet. “Who do you think you’re convincing?”

Cal, and everyone else, just stared at her. “What?”

“Who do you think you’re winning over to your side? What person that doesn’t already believed is convinced by your arguments?”

“I’m convincing anybody who isn’t an idiot.”

“Does insulting people help convince them too?” She asked this like it was an honest question. “You’ve lost half your community to what you call a cult, but what did you expect to happen when all you do is shout at people when they disagree with you? Everyone here can read. Everyone here can count. Honestly, how did you think denying the obvious was going to help your cause?”

“I’m not denying the obvious, I’m,” he tried to continue but could not hold Kris’ stare. He stammered, leaving a gap that she seemed to just naturally fill with her smooth, calm voice.

“We can all see it, Cal. We can all see you there, saying things we know aren’t true, claiming morality for something we all know is wrong. Is that what faith is to you? Is that how you serve a Christian witness? None of your claims does anything to convince your enemies, except maybe convince them to stay your enemies. Maybe what you say angers some of your supporters and gets them ready to do violence for you, but it also makes some of them wonder why they’re following you. It makes them wonder if maybe you’re the bad guy, if maybe you’re the one leading a cult, and if maybe they would be better off switching sides.”

“That’s not . . .”

Before Cal could speak Kris turned toward the crowd and raised her voice. “Everyone. Be honest with me. Truly, if I’m wrong I will shut up and step down and we can do things the way Cal and his people want, and you can all be rich and secure and whatever other good things that you will become by robbing us. But tell me, truthfully, is there anybody here who was not part of Cal’s church before today that is thinking about joining him now?”

Among the crowd people looked around. I stood up a little and scanned around myself, but only found others exchanging apprehensive glances.

“Is there anybody,” Kris continued, “who is part of Cal’s church who has had any second thoughts about it today?”

Again everyone in the crowd just seemed to be looking at each other. Then, near the front, one man reluctantly raised his hand.

“Bill, are you fucking serious?” Cal shouted down at him, though the menace had drained from his voice, leaving just a tired desperation.

“You’re talking about robbing these people Cal,” Bill said plaintively.“If that’s what it means to be in your congregation then, um, I’m,” he glanced around, and somewhere seemed to find some courage. He held up his hand a little higher. “I’m sorry, but if that’s how it is I’d rather be with the Fischers.”

Already a handful of others, scattered around the crowd, were reluctantly raising their hands. Cal stared out at all of them with a wide-eyed look that I could almost believe was terror.

With a tilt of her head Kris folded her arms and adopted a much sterner expression, still focused on Cal. “Logan,” she said without turning to him.

“Yeah?” he spun toward her.

“You’re the one charged with delivering that truck, so this is your decision. Would you mind though if I offered my opinion?”

“Please do,” he said with earnest surprise and anticipation.

“I think the people you’ll be delivering it to would understand if you had to use up some of the cargo to get the rest to them. I also think they’d understand that people all over are suffering, and if you used some to help some people back east in genuine need, they would understand that to. So, if it were me, I would give some of the money in that truck to this town, to do with as they wanted.”

“Um,” Logan hesitated to respond.

“That’s just my opinion,” Kris continued in her soft, even tone as she at last turned to directly face Logan. “If they all decide that’s not enough and they’re taking it all, I don’t think we can stop them. But if it makes a difference, they’ll have to tear both of us apart to do so.”

“That,” Logan said, then seemed to come to some conclusion. “Actually yes, thank you, somehow that does make a difference.”

At that moment I wanted to rush forward and say I was with them too, that they’d have to tear all three of us apart. Before I could move though Ms. Fischer stepped forward to stand next to Kris. “Nobody is getting torn apart,” she said. “Dear, thank you. If you can spare something.”

Kris turned to Logan. “Um, well,” he said, “it looked like the gold coins came in these caddy things.” He held out his hands to indicate the size of one of the metal boxes we had found. “I don’t know how much gold is worth, now or in a few years, but honestly if the inflation bouts continue as they have one of those caddies might be enough to buy this whole neighborhood.” Logan looked around between Kris, Ms. Fischer, and the crowd. Then he flashed a befuddled grin. “Maybe.”

“Will that be enough?” Kris asked of Ms. Fischer.

Around the crowd I could hear murmurs of ascent and saw a lot of heads bopping with almost involuntary nods of approval.

Ms. Fisher reached out and took Kris’ hands in hers. “We’ll make it enough, dear.”

 


 

 

 

 

 

2nd chronicles 
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In the course of time after the great Civil War between the free states of the north and the slave states of the south there was much rebuilding and growth, and economic prosperity came to America, and there was much good and wealth across all the land.

In time there were those whose wealth was exceeded only by their greed, and they took all that was to be had, so that even in the land of plenty there were many with want.

And many wicked people were among the rich, and they made up many false gods and false logics to justify their great wealth. These rich people said to themselves, “we deserve to be rich because our god favors us, and we know our god favors us because we are rich.”

Then there were those who said unto the rich, “it is not right that you grow so wealthy off our labor. We insist that you pay your fair share, for it is taxes that we all pay that run the government and build the civic society that enriches everyone, but that enriches you most of all. It is not right that you get this benefit that costs you nothing.”

But those with great wealth declared “let a rising tide raise all ships. As long as our economy grows all will become wealthy. Give us all the fruits of your labor and all the grains and meats and all the offerings we demand and one day you will be rich like us.”

So the people allowed the rich to keep all that they possessed, and to take more, while those who had want gained no respite. And the people did grab hold of the straps of their own boots and pull upward on these and think that thus they could fly.
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In this time many said that economic growth was eternal and that in due time all the world would become wealthy, and the people believed thus and acted as if it were already so.

But one day a great calamity struck, and it spread across all the lands. There was a crash of stock market prices, and prices of farm goods, and business were closed and employment reduced and banks foreclosed, and a great many were left without work to earn a wage, and there was much poverty and hunger.

Then there were many who had been rich who were now rendered poor, and many took their own lives, but those that did not cast about for someone to blame. “Surely,” they said, “this is the fault of modern society. This calamity would not have happened if not for women who insist upon the right to vote; if not for uppity people of dark skin; if not for Jews; if not for people who do not believe in our arbitrary and imaginary god; if not for people who questioned our riches.”

Then some of those who were still rich began to fear, for there were many poor who became ever more desperate. They sought the council of wise men. One of the wise men responded to them with a parable.

“There were two men in a certain town,” the wise man said. “One rich and the other poor. The rich man had a very large number of sheep and cattle, but the poor man had nothing except one little ewe lamb he had bought. He raised it, and it grew up with him and his children. It shared his food, drank from his cup and even slept in his arms. It was like a daughter to him.

“Now a traveler came to the rich man, but the rich man refrained from taking one of his own sheep or cattle to prepare a meal for the traveler who had come to him. Instead, he took the ewe lamb that belonged to the poor man and prepared it for the one who had come to him.”

“This is a tale of great injustice,” the rich men said.

“Yet it is what you have done!” replied the wise man. “For you have stolen from those who had nothing, and taken when you had so much to give, and now the economy is cast down, and you will be cast down as well if you do not amend your ways.”

Then the rich men cried and wept. “Whoa is our lot. Gladly we would give up half of all we have if we could keep the other half in peace.”

“You ought to have said so before this calamity,” the wise man told them. “For now the poor have nothing left to lose, and they may demand more than half, and if their demand is all and death, what recourse have you left?”
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Now in this time, in the state of New York, lived a man from a wealthy family who was named Franklin Roosevelt. As a young man Franklin Roosevelt had promise to be a great politician and leader, but then he was stuck down and became ill.

While he was ill he remained feverish and bedridden, and refused to eat, instead spending his days in prayer. His family and the servants of his household admonished him to eat, but he refused, and he would not eat any food with them but instead remained anguished that perhaps his life was to be over.

When the doctors examined him they determined that he had contracted polio, and that we would live but would be paralyzed below the waist.

Roosevelt’s family was afraid to tell him of this diagnosis, for they thought, “While he was feverish he wouldn’t listen to us when we spoke to him. How can we now tell him he shall never walk? He may do something desperate.”

Roosevelt noticed that his family was whispering among themselves, and he surmised the diagnosis. “I shall be paralyzed then?” he asked.

“Yes,” they replied, “from the waist down.”

Then Roosevelt sent for his attendants to have them change his clothes and prepare a meal. After he had washed and cleaned himself he emerged from his quarters and ate with his family.

His family asked him, “Why are you acting this way? While we waited for the diagnosis, you fasted and wept, but now we have learned of this dread outcome, you get up and eat!”

He answered, “While there was still a chance for a good outcome, I prayed and wept in the hope that god may have mercy on me. But that is the folly of humans, for God is in all things, without mercy or grudge, and now that my fate is known, why should I go on praying? Prayers will be sent out, but they will never return.”
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When the great economic calamity that was called the Great Depression began, Franklin Roosevelt had not yet returned to his political career. Instead it was Herbert Hoover who was president. Like many of the rich during that time Hoover believed that the free market was like a god and that it would correct any economic maladies and deliver wealth and prosperity unto all as long as humans kept their faith and did not intervene in the free market in any way.

So Hoover gave orders to lower taxes, but this did nothing to stop stock market declines and price deflation and business foreclosures. Deflation and tariffs made hardships for farmers, and deflation made hardships for manufacturers, and many defaulted on debts, which made hardships for banks. And many who had savings in banks went to get their money out, but the banks did not have full reserves and so did not have enough money to give out if everyone tried to withdraw their money at once.

When people went to their banks to withdraw money and could not, than others heard of this and decided they too should withdraw their money, and the more that heard of the banks failing, the more tried to withdraw their money, the less the banks could cover, the more hardship their was for the banks. And so this became a bank panic, and many banks failed and left those who had deposited their savings there with nothing, and so there was much anger and gnashing of teeth.

So the people cried out, “we who had so much now have so little. Once there were automobile and railroad manufacturers by the hundred, and steel and oil production too great to count, and there were employed craftsman without number, and our industry was of great magnificence and fame and splendor in the sight of all the nations. Yet now our lot is unemployment and the hope of charity from those that are still rich despite our poverty.”

Then the people said, “this is a travesty, for why should some enjoy their wealth while so many starve? This land that was delivered onto us by our own hands still contains such great wealth, yet we are beset on all sides and given no peace or rest by this economic calamity.”
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Amidst this Great Depression and despair there was, in the due course of such things, a presidential election, and Franklin Roosevelt ran with the promise of relief, recovery, and reform. He called upon the people of America to build a new deal upon the Union, one that better respected the rationality and rejected the false god of the free market.

The people, however, were still destitute and hungry, for their were no jobs and no money to be had. So they came to Roosevelt and asked, “what is it that you can do that shall ease our suffering, for we are stricken and without solace.”

Roosevelt considered this, then he said, “we shall undergo bold experimentation. We shall reject all the false idols and false gods of the free market and those who worship their own wealth, and we will seek that which works to bring the most prosperity and freedom from want, and any who are willing to bring forth bold ideas and not too timid to fail for lack of trying shall form my council.”

The people were pleased with Roosevelt. They said, “you have not made us false promises you cannot keep or told us mere faith in false gods will see us delivered, so we shall put our trust in you.”

Then the people voted, and they chose Roosevelt as their new president to guide them from this crisis.
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Now during this time after Roosevelt was elected, as was the custom, there was a transition period before he was to take the presidency, and during this time Herbert Hoover was still the president.

Hoover came to Roosevelt and said, “you have campaigned on many things, such as farm relief and bank regulation and government works, but these are anathema to the god of the free market. You ought to reject all that you have promised and instead continue as I have done and let the free market do as it will, for surely the free market is kind and generous and will deliver unto all of us great wealth in due time if only we keep faith.”

But Roosevelt said, “no, I shall do none of these things you say, for your god of the free market has proven false and all you thought to build in its name is folly.”

Then Roosevelt said unto the people, “now, my people, we will stand together, and build this new deal of America. We have shown hubris in our worship of the false free market idol, but with discretion and understanding we will better understand reason, and we will have success. Be strong and courageous. Do not be afraid or discouraged.”

Then Roosevelt said, “we have nothing to fear but fear itself.” And the people were unafraid.
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Then, when Roosevelt was inaugurated, the people came to him and said, “pardon, Mr. President. We all wish to withdraw our money that he had deposited in the banks, for we fear the banks will keep failing and we will lose our money. The banks made promises to return our money when we wished to withdraw, but now they break that promise. There is not enough money in the banks for all of us to withdraw what was promised. Who then, among all of us, shall get their money, and who shall be left destitute.”

Then Roosevelt considered this and said, “none shall take their money from the banks. The banks will have a four-day holiday, and no deposits or withdraws shall be made. And when the banks reopen there will be insurance on all remaining deposits, so that the Federal Reserve will ensure all who have money in the banks will not be made destitute even should their bank fail.”

When all America heard this declaration the president had given, they held him in awe, because they saw that he had wisdom to administer good government.

Then, when the four day holiday ended, many people stood in line at the banks, but they did so not to withdraw their money but to deposit the cash they had kept hidden, for they believed in Roosevelt and his promises.
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In the first one hundred days after being inaugurated, President Roosevelt and the newly elected congress began to establish a New Deal with America. They created the Federal Emergency Relief Administration to provide for the poor. They created the Civilian Conservation Corps to put to work the unemployed. They created the Agricultural Adjustment Administration to control food prices and farm production. They created the Security and Exchange Commission, to limit the dangerous speculative investments of the banks. They created the Public Works Administration to fund the building of roads, damns, bridges, and schools.

As he did this, Roosevelt also went on the radio broadcast and gave fireside chats, and he explained to the people what was to be done. Then the people rejoiced, for their destitution was lifted, and they said unto Roosevelt “you have kept your promise to us, so we ask you remain our president and continue your work.”

So Roosevelt went on to create the Social Security Administration, that would ensure the poor and elderly and disabled would not be destitute or hungry or sick. Roosevelt also abolished child labor and established the minimum wage and overtime pay.
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It took many years for Roosevelt to pass more laws and create more agencies of his New Deal, and some were successful and some were not, but after years of work the economy improved and the people of America were no longer destitute.

Roosevelt declared that “the money changers have fled from their high seats in the temple of our civilization. We may now restore that temple to the ancient truths. The measure of the restoration lies in the extent to which we apply social values more noble than mere monetary profit.”

And Roosevelt said that America from then on should be dedicated to securing for all people the four freedoms: freedom of speech and expression, freedom of worship, freedom from want, meaning a secure economic life, and freedom from fear, meaning peace and security among nations. And Roosevelt declared that the covenant made by the founders that established government only with the consent of the governed should not be limited to America but should apply to all humans in all places.

There were those in the world, however, who rejected these freedoms and sought to instead turn the affairs of government to detestable tyrannies and build idols of corrupt autocrats in the high places of state.

So in Europe, Nazi Germany sought to enslave or exterminate all those not of pure blood, though whose blood was pure none could say, for the description was arbitrary and without meaning. And in the Far East, the Empire of Japan sought to conquer and enslave all the lands of east Asia that they might rape and plunder its resources.

Many in America declared, “these things that happen are far way, across vast oceans, and do not concern us, and so we should isolate ourselves and be content in our own freedom and well ordered state.”

But Roosevelt feared that war would come to America and that he must prepare. So he defied the tradition of America and announced he would seek to be elected to a third term as president. And some said that this violated the spirit of the government the founders had created and that Roosevelt himself behaved like the detestable tyrants who sought to conquer and enslave the world. But the American people liked Roosevelt, for he had build the New Deal and brought splendor to those once downtrodden, and so they voted and approved a third term for Roosevelt.
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Then, on the seventh day of the twelfth month in the first year of Roosevelt’s third term, a day that is it said will live in infamy, the United States of America was attacked by the Empire of Japan, whose bombers came like thieves in the night and took America by surprise.

Then America went to war, and many people signed up to fight, or else to work in the factories and plants needed for industrial warfare. So there was more government spending, but none objected now, for it was needed for the war and so the false god of the free market was forgotten. And there was employment to be had all around, and much work to be done to defeat the evils of the world, and so the people were happy they had kept Roosevelt as their president.
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The war lasted many years and there was fighting all over the globe. The Americans fought with the Allies, who also included Great Britain and France, and the Soviet Union as well, though it was ruled by another detestable tyrant. They fought against the Axis of Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy and Imperial Japan, who had all committed great atrocities and crimes against humanity in the name of their detestable and false idols.

Americans and British fought the Nazis and Fascists in North Africa and the Mediterranean, and they fought the Empire of Japan across the vastness of the Pacific, and Russia fought off the Nazis that had invaded their homeland. Then the Allies made a great sea crossing to land on the continent of Europe and liberate France, who also fought with the Allies.

Then, as the war was nearing its end, everyone knew it would soon be over and the evil Axis would be defeated. So Roosevelt met with the leaders of Great Britain and the Soviet Union to speak of what they would do when the war ended.

Roosevelt said, “as it was when the Founders first held their revolution and established a new nation in America, so we have it in our power to make the world anew. Let us bring forth the principles of the Founders and embody them to their truest extent, not just for America but for the whole world.”

After building the New Deal during the time of great suffering and economic calamity, Roosevelt knew that freedom was not greatly prized or worthwhile to the destitute and starving. In America the war had meant new factories and new jobs, without bombing or fighting and devastation, and so the people were happy in their splendor. But over much of the world the war had left ruin and destruction, and the people were unhappy and cried out as the Americans had during the Great Depression. So Roosevelt declared that America would help the ruined lands rebuild, in both their economy and government, so that they might be free in spirit, free in expression, and free from want and fear.

In the lands that America and Great Britain liberated from the Evil Axis, they created nations that were democratic and free. Roosevelt asked of the ruler of the Soviet Union that he too would grant freedom to those lands liberated from the Axis. Then the Soviet leader said he would do so, but he was a detestable tyrant and liar, so that when the war ended he kept all the lands and people taken during the war in iron chains and granted them none of the freedoms Roosevelt honored.
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As the war neared its end, and the Evil Axis was on the brink of collapse, yet continued to fight in desperation, Roosevelt and the Allies looked to build a new world of peace in which such calamitous wars would never be fought again.

So the Allies created a United Nations Organization to mediate disputes and ensure that no future great war would befall the world.

Then Roosevelt said, “we have build a magnificent order that surely embodies reason and compassion. For whatever faults it has, and surely it has many for it was created by humans, who are fallible and cannot fully know the truth of the world, yet still can we glimpse the truth each in our own way. So let what I have built be made further whole and more perfect by each that shall succeed me.

“When any are stricken by hunger or disease, or are cast down by poverty, let them look to the New Deal and greater societies for aid, and let this dedication to the common welfare sustain them.

“When any are engulfed by conflict and turmoil and violence, let them look to the United Nations, and let this dedication to peace succor them.

“When any are oppressed by tyranny and injustice, let them look to America, and let our freedom light them as a beacon.”

Then the people of America and the world praised Roosevelt and the Allies, for they had liberated the oppressed from evil and shown the way to a bright future for all Humans.

Then Roosevelt said, “as long as we hold to this principles and cherish our freedoms, even should great calamity befall us, we will remain good and true Humans, and we will persevere. But if we ever turn away from these principles and allow ourselves to be ruled by demagogues and charlatans and flatters, then we shall have become of a lesser order whose minds are unworthy of understanding the universe that is God.” 

Before the final surrender of the evil Axis though, Roosevelt was struck down by his advanced age, and died. And so he left it to the future generations that succeeded him to finish building the great post-war world of peace and freedom.

 

 


With the whole roller coaster ride that was our official acceptance into the neighborhood, introduction to their church, and the debate over our armored truck, I ended up totally forgetting that I had not finished reading Kris’ latest work. It was not until a couple days later that I suddenly remembered.

I spent that Tuesday working on the canning operation in the corner house, slicing apples and peeling pears by hand and stuffing them into glass jars that had me confused since I would not have called them ‘cans’. Mostly though I just followed instructions and got put to work a few times hauling crates filled with finished jars.

It was toward the end of the day that I remembered the unread work in my pocket. As I left the canning house, instead of heading back up main street, I slipped over to the house next door. Since the canning operation involved running a lot of boiling water and multiple ovens it sucked up electricity, and so the thresher was left off that day. In the relative quiet, in a disused lawn chair on the side of the house, I found a place to isolate myself.

When I had finished I continued to sit there, contemplating. I guess I had liked the previous history parts better, but perhaps those were just historical periods I found more interesting. I slipped the paper stack back into my pocket, thinking about what I had just read or about nothing in particular, while dusk settled over the town and a chill hardened in the air.

I had expected someone to come find me, wondering why I had not shown up for dinner yet. Instead my thoughts were interrupted by the loud chug of a labored diesel engine. I stood up with a start and moved out to the driveway. The noise grew with my sense of disbelief as I watched a familiar beat up old RV come lumbering up the feeder road. It bounced and rocked violently over the cracked asphalt before at last coming to a stop in front of the thresher house. 

The engine turned off, or perhaps just died, and from out of the drivers seat of the Beast there emerged Lucas.

“Greg,” he held out his arms. “I thought that looked like you.”

“What?” My involuntary reaction was to start toward him, but it did not go beyond forming further words. “What?”

“How’s it going man?”

“What are you doing here?”

He came right up with outstretched arms and hugged me. I was too stunned to return the gesture, but he seemed not to notice. “I’ve been looking for you man. You are a hard dude to find.”

“Why were you looking for me?”

“Um. So, is the rest of your, um, group, you know,” he looked around, “are they here too?”

Alarms in my head at last dispelled my shock. “Why do you ask?”

“I need to talk to all of you, or whichever ones of you are here.”

“What about?”

“I, um, well, I didn’t want to have to repeat it, but I have a message from Ethan.”

“Ethan?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay, so,” I gave him a hard stare. “What is it?”

“I, um, you, well, okay, you guys need to get out of the state. Like, now. Like, as in, he thought it was important enough that we should try calling your mobile, even at the risk of it being traced or something.”

I looked down at my pocket, but my mobile was still in my bag over at our house. Its battery had died days ago and I had thought it best left that way, especially with such better uses of the electricity this town generated.

The big greetings smile was gone from Lucas’ face, replaced with an ashen uncertainty. “Wait here,” I said, “I’ll find the others.”

Jutting off I found Logan where he often was each day: helping the Reynolds at their shop. Crazy Ian was there too. I sent them along to keep Lucas company while searching for the others, who were just making their way back to our house.

By the time we got back the presence of the Beast parked in this sleepy little hamlet had attracted a crowd. It occurred to me some of the younger teenagers, clustered around the thing, may have never actually seen an RV before, given their lack of exposure to either television or the open road. Some of the adults seemed just as interested though, pacing around, poking their head through the open side door, and examining its many dings and scratches as if they were considering buying it, or perhaps more like they were considering whether it was better repaired or scrapped.

I would have thought this would be driving Lucas crazy, but he just sat and watched from the porch of the thresher house. He got up as we approached, and our little group of refugees gathered around him.

“So what’s this about?” Logan asked.

“It’s, um, maybe we should talk in private?” He gestured to his vehicle.

We all looked at Kris, for whatever reason, who gave a concise nod. Inside I found the Beast had been cleaned out and cleaned up since my last trip in it. We gathered around the tiny dining table and side bench seat, Logan and I still standing.

“So, um, I have a message from Ethan that he asked me to deliver if I could find you.”

“Whoa, okay, first off,” Veronica said, “I wanna know how you even found us.”

“Well, Jim and Maggie suggested it. They said since Greg didn’t come back home and if he had no other place to go he might have gone here.”

Everyone looked at me as if this were all my fault. “How did Jim and Maggie know where this place is?” I asked.

“Well, they didn’t really know, they knew in general. They let me get online. I looked at some maps and kind of took a guess.” He pointed, then moved forward to the front passenger seat. From this he scooped up an old highway map and a series of computer printouts. “I actually have been driving around most of the day looking.” He spread the maps out on the table.

“So that leaves the question of why?” Logan said. “What is this message?”

“Whoa,” Veronica was not done, “so I also wanna know why they sent you, of all people.”

“I volunteered.”

“You volunteered?” I blurted out.

“Sort of. Okay, so, Jim said if I did this, and successfully delivered the message, that he would forgive the debt I owed him. Like, all of it, past rent and repairs on the Beast.”

“So you agreed to come give us this message in exchange for money?” Logan asked.

“It wasn’t just about money.”

“Whatever, it’s . . .”

“What else was it about then?” Kris asked.

Lucas hesitated under a harsh glare from Logan. Instead he turned to speak directly to Kris. “I wanted to join you.”

“Join us?”

“Going west. That is where you’re going, right?”

“Well, we hadn’t totally decided.”

“Oh. Well I thought you were going west, and I wanted to join you. Also, um,” he looked away. “I came because I wanted to apologize.”

“How so?”

“How so?” Lucas turned back to Kris with genuine surprise. “I, well, so, for being a jerk. Look, I haven’t worked in, ya know, in, okay, four years ten months and twenty-five days. I lost my house and my wife left and, you know, I had to move in with my parents and then move in with the friends of my parents who my parents had to move in with because they’re broke as well. It’s down to where the Beast is all I have left, so I get protective of it, and I was paranoid about taking it out in the rain and,” he was gesturing wildly with his hands as he spoke, but now let them flop to his side. “I took it out on you guys. I had no right to start quizzing you about, you know, all that. So, yeah, I’m sorry. And if you’re going west I want to join you.”

“You understand why we’re going west, right?”

“I’m not stupid. I know about the package and all that. Yes, I’m willing to help, if you’ll let me come along.”

“You know about the package?” Logan asked, incredulous.

“Well, yeah, I mean, Ethan told me.”

This got him a harsh stare from Logan, but nothing more.

“So what is this message you have?” Kris asked.

“Oh, okay, so, um, Ethan, first off he said to tell you he’s fine, your plan worked, but he’s under suspicion, so they’re watching his place, so he’s got to lay low for a while.”

“What about Pastor Will?”

“They don’t know, nobody’s heard from him. So Ethan, well, what he said was that they, I’m not sure who exactly they is, but they, I guess the cops? They know about the armored truck. Or they know to be looking for a white armored truck with an extended cab.”

“Shit,” Logan said.

“Ethan, I guess, talked to Jim and Maggie at church, told them the situation. They thought maybe you guys had come out here, but they didn’t have a ride or any way to get here, so they asked my parents, and they asked me, and I said I would. Come out here, that is, and look for you guys, and deliver whatever message they want.”

“Is that the extent of the message then?”

“Um, well, Ethan, I met him at their church and he told me the whole thing but he wouldn’t let me write it down. He said they know about the armored truck and will be looking for it and that you guys can’t let the package get confiscated, so you should do whatever you can do get out of the state at least, as soon as possible, and if you can you should get out to the west coast before the weather turns bad. He said if you can get past Chicago and get on I-80 that might be easier going. Um, let’s see, I think that was all. He said he can’t do anything to help you, unfortunately.”

“He’s already done plenty,” Kris said.

“Okay. Well, I told him I would help, if I could find you and there was anything I could do. Full disclosure though, I don’t know if I can help much. I’ve got the Beast, for what it’s worth, but I spent all the cash Ethan gave me on diesel and I pretty much burned it all getting out here.”

“Are you saying you came out here on a one-way trip?”

“I, yeah,” he smiled despite himself. “Who would have thought, right? No gas, no cash, a trip out of town becomes a one-way journey unless you can find a way to refuel out in the exurbs.” He shook his head. “So, sorry, but if we can refuel, or, I don’t know, spare parts, if you,” his voice cracked on the last word. He shook his head again and rubbed one eye, composing himself.

I turned to Kris, then looked about at the others, a whole exchange of glances going on among us. “So what do you guys think?” I asked.

“Do we believe the message?” Logan asked.

“Why wouldn’t we?”

“Can we trust this guy? Can we trust Ethan, or has he been compromised? And can we trust any other intermediaries between us?”

“I swear,” Lucas said, “that was what Ethan told me. I didn’t tell anybody else, only Jim and Maggie know.”

“And you’re parents, and that church group,” Logan said, “and whoever else has been told now.”

“If this was a lie,” Crazy Ian said, “then to what end?”

“Good question. Maybe they hope to flush us out, get us to try to cross state lines so they can catch us at some checkpoint?” Logan twisted up his face as he considered this.

“It does sound kind of weird,” Veronica said. “to tell us to run if he thinks they know about the armored truck. Seems like it would be better to just go to ground, hide the truck in a garage and wait here until spring.”

“You guys are staying here until spring?” Lucas asked.

“We haven’t decided yet,” Kris said. “We had considered it, maybe.”

“Maybe Ethan didn’t realize we’ve found a safe place to stay for a while,” I said. “If he thought we were just sort of wandering around, staying where we could and not sure what to do, he might think it was better we just get out of here right away.”

“How did he even know we were still in the state?” Veronica asked.

“He didn’t,” Lucas said. “He didn’t know where you were. None of us did. Jim thought there was a fifty-fifty chance I wouldn’t find you up here even if I found, ya know, this neighborhood or whatever. I think Ethan was hoping you’d left the state already.”

“Still seems suspicious to me.”

“Guys,” Grant said. “I think this talk of whether we can trust the message is missing the bigger point. If this guy was able to guess where we are and track us down others can too.”

We all paused to consider this. “He’s absolutely right,” Logan said. “If Ethan is being watched it’s only a matter of time until they bring him in. And even if there wasn’t before, now that they’ve sent, uh, what was your name?”

“Lucas. Lucas Reese.”

“Now that they’ve sent Lucas up here there’s a direct trail from Ethan to us. We may not be as safe here as we thought.”

“So what do we do?” Kris asked.

Again none of us had an immediate response. Logan leaned forward, bracing his raised arms against the lip of the sunroof, then pushed himself back upright. “We eat.”

“What?”

“I’m too hungry to think about this rationally. Let’s get something to eat.”

A moment later we were in the bar, gathered around the long table that sat beneath the silent televisions. This being a weeknight the place was a lot quieter, various individuals and families off eating on their own. Per the economic system I still did not quite understand we, including Lucas, were fed pretty well, vegetable soup and cornmeal for the non-special occasion. We ate in tense silence.

“So what’s happening?” Hannah asked, anxiety in her voice, as she sat down at our table. None of us had noticed her approach. She slid into a chair near the middle, her size plugging the gap in the seating and the conversation, her husband hovering behind her with a worried look. “What’s with the RV?”

“We may be leaving sooner than we thought.” Logan said.

“Really? What happened?”

“They may have followed us,” I said. “Or at least could be on our trail.”

“Oh no, that’s terrible. Are you sure?”

“We’re not sure, that’s why we’re discussing it.”

“So which way are you leaning? We could help, if you want.”

“Yeah, we can hide you,” Brandon stepped forward to stand behind his wife. “We could hide the truck, keep you guys out of sight, turn away any police that show up.”

“We’ve all seen what’s in that truck,” Logan said. “It’s not gonna be any local half-assed police coming after us.”

“You’re thinking we should go?” Veronica asked.

“The more I think about it the more it seems our only option. I think we should leave tomorrow morning if possible.”

“That soon?” Hannah said.

“The longer we stay the bigger the risk, to us and to you guys.”

“What if we got rid of the truck?” Brandon asked. “We could hide what’s in it easily enough, than ditch the truck in a lake somewhere, or better yet tear the thing down, use it for scrap.”

“If the GSA is after that truck, and if they trace it here, and they even have a hint that we might be hiding something,” He shot a meaningful look around the table. “They’ll do to us what we use to do to any town in Arabia or Iran that even had a hint of harboring a terrorist.”

All of us paused at this comment. It fell to Brandon to ask, “what was that?”

Logan looked down at the apple he had, seemed about to take a bite, then set it down on the table. “They’ll send in armored drones with instructions to shoot anything that moves. They’ll raze the place. We won’t even have a chance to lie to them, no human will enter this town until everybody is dead.”

“No, they didn’t really do that, did . . .”

“I was there!”

The outburst had all of us falling quiet.

“I’m sorry,” Logan said. “I was there.”

I swallowed as a way to compose myself before speaking. “The news streams always said those were just, that those were terrorists killing people to make us look bad.”

“Because if they said anything else they’d get labeled as part of a ‘liberal media conspiracy’.” Logan took a deep, slow breath. “I was one of the people that walked through the villages after the drones, to make sure there was nobody left.” He shook his head. “We should never have come here. We need to leave before we bring down any kind of retaliation on this place.”

“We don’t all need to leave, right?” I said, looking around. “Logan and I could take the truck, leave tomorrow. No truck, nobody coming here, right? You guys could stay. You’d be safe.”

“There may be nowhere that’s safe,” Logan said.

“Well safer, right. Maybe the GSA searches the town instead of just killing everybody, and when they don’t find the truck they leave.”

“If anybody here gets questioned,” Logan turned to Hannah as he spoke, “you should tell them the truth. Tell them we were here but left. Don’t hide anything, don’t look like you’re hiding anything.”

“I can tell you nobody in this town would do that,” Hannah said, “even Cal’s group.”

“Don’t sacrifice yourselves for us. It’s not worth it.”

“Either way,” I said, “that doesn’t change anything. You guys could stay, maybe they never show up, maybe they do and you tell them and they leave you alone.” I looked about, my gaze falling on Kris sitting across from me. “You could stay here indefinitely, if you wanted.”

She stared back, that look of hers, not quite looking at me yet staring in to me all the same. “No. I’m going along with you guys.”

“Like Logan said though, it may not be safe,” I responded quickly to her comment, in a way that almost surprised myself. “If they’re looking for that armored truck we may not make it across the state line. You guys, all of you, are still escaped prisoners. You could end up right back at Spiderhead, or some place worse. I, uh,” I stuttered, then paused to gather myself. “I’m just saying, if you wanted a, uh, if you wanted a regular life, or at least something close,” I paused again and looked up at Kris. “This place may be your last chance at one.”

“I’m still going.”

“I am too,” Veronica said. Grant and Ian were nodding as well.

“We’re not gonna hide while you guys go off to fight our battles for us,” Grant said.

Logan and I glanced at each other. “Alright then,” he said. “We leave tomorrow.”

“I do have one question though,” Grant said. Logan just turned to him and waited. “Where exactly are we going?”

“We’re going out west,” Veronica said as if it were obvious.

“That’s a pretty vague answer. Do we know where exactly we’re suppose to take this truck?”

Logan glanced away, one hand fidgeting with the spoon he had been using to eat his soup. “I have contact info Ethan gave me.”

“So what does that mean?” Grant asked.

At almost the same time Kris asked, “would this person be able to help us if we contacted them now?”

Logan shook his head. “The exact instructions from Ethan were to get to Eugene, Oregon, the university there. From there we email his contact and arrange a rendevous. He made me memorize the email address.” Logan paused again, still staring into space. “Ethan had a whole network of people to help move a package like ours across the country. The whole reason I was waiting at his place was so he could acquire the documentation I would need to get through federal checkpoints. For that matter the whole idea of hiding out here was to wait until we could safely contact Ethan again.”

“It sounds like Ethan has contacted us,” Grant nodded toward Lucas.

“Uh-huh, and unfortunately the message is we’re on our own. Originally Ethan had thought the best route was I-80. Sounds like from Lucas he still thought that was the case. Assuming we can get past the Chicago martial law sector, he thought it would be mostly clear along that route. Except that’s easier said than done, and getting from here to Chicago is not going to be trivial.”

There was an odd silence that followed, not quite tense but charged, all of us looking around feeling like something else should be said but with nobody speaking.

“So we don’t really know where we’re going,” Grant said.

“We know where we’re going,” Logan said, “just not how to get there. If Ethan thought we should get across state lines though I think we should listen to that. Maybe we just get out of state and figure things out from there. Get as far as we can and then try to lay low again, until Ethan or someone in his network can help us with documents or whatever else will get us through all the checkpoints.”

Grant nodded to this, prompting several of us to do likewise.

“It’ll be sad to see you go,” Hannah said.

“If you guys can spare it consider giving us one extra day,” Brandon leaned in over his wife, rubbing her shoulders with his big hands as he spoke. “If you’re really that worried about getting stopped at a checkpoint or something, we can work up a new paint job for that truck. It might help.”

Logan glanced over to Kris, than to me, before saying, “alright. But the truck was already overloaded as is, and if Lucas is joining us we’re not all fitting. With this many people we’re gonna need to use your mobile condo, Lucas.”

“Why not abandon the armored truck and just take the Beast?” I asked. “It could fit us plus the cargo from the truck.”

“Barely,” Logan said.

“I’m fine with doing that,” Lucas said, “but maybe you don’t want to be totally reliant on the Beast for transportation. She can be fickle.”

“I don’t like the idea of transporting all that stuff exposed in the back of an RV,” Logan said. “Also, Lucas is right, the truck’s a more reliable vehicle. We’ll take both.”

“In that case,” Lucas said. “We’re gonna need to find some place to fill up on diesel. And we’re gonna need cash. Sorry.”

“We should talk to the Reynolds,” Hannah said. “We don’t have diesel to spare but we can maybe do some maintenance on your RV.”

“That would be much appreciated,” Lucas said, “but if we don’t have the cash for diesel we’re not getting very far.”

“We have all kinds of cash now,” Grant said.

“Mmm, no,” Logan shook his head. “We’ll use the cash I got from Ethan.”

“Can we not sell any of the gold for cash?” Crazy Ian asked. “Like Kris said, I think they’d be okay if we had to sacrifice a little of the cargo to deliver the rest to them.”

“And I’m okay with that,” Logan said, “but we don’t really have cash in the truck. We need to find a place to change out gold for actual currency, preferably one that won’t rip us off and doesn’t report big sales like that. We definitely shouldn’t sell any until we’re out of the state.”

“Is there any place that won’t report that kind of sale?” I asked. “I thought the value added tax law required it.”

“It does, unless we can sell it on the black market. Ethan knew people who could have gotten us a deal, but obviously we can’t go back to him.” He shook his head again. “I think we’re gonna find that, for how much gold we have, we don’t have all that much money.”

*     *     *

By the end of the next day our truck had a red cross painted on its sides and its hood. I had thought this might end up looking shoddy when it was proposed, but a woodworker who was part of Cal’s congregation also turned out to be skilled at car detailing. By the time they were done the truck looked like a fully legitimate Red Cross vehicle.

It had been the Reynolds who proposed this paint job when we first gathered up after breakfast. I also did not voice my other apprehension at the time, which was how to explain the red cross. Being part of a humanitarian aid organization was not something documented in any of the forged paperwork we had with the truck. Our cover story thus far had been that we were independent contractors delivering a sealed shipment cross country.

After the first red cross symbol was drawn on one side though, Crazy Ian did ask what exactly our new story was going to be. Logan explained that we would be Red Cross workers heading out west, where we would be delivering humanitarian supplies and aid. Grant pressed on how this would jive with whatever documentation we had, but Logan was nonplused. According to him we’d just be one of so many other things that didn’t quite add up these days.

I spent the morning on a trek for fuel. The Fischers knew where to get some, but it was a long drive, far enough that the Beast would not have made it on its remaining fumes. So I rode along with Noah in their pickup while we went to fuel up some gas containers, pick up some spare parts for the Beast, and squeeze in some other errands the town needed.

During the whole ride Noah himself was quiet, and I was left with my thoughts returning to Logan. I had noticed, perhaps earlier but for sure during our time at Fountain Garden, that he had a strange attitude to the danger we faced, sometimes paranoid, sometimes cavalier. Given how I had met him, I was starting to wonder if he was truly mentally stable. I wondered if a major set back or crisis, worse than anything we’d faced so far, could cause him to break, or if maybe his mercurial attitude was an affectation or a front for a more cunning mind, or if perhaps all this was my own creeping sense of paranoia.

When we arrived back we found Brandon and Hannah and the Reynolds and Lucas all hard at work on the Beast. More than just maintenance they seemed to be doing a full overhaul. They had it propped up on multiple car jacks and had partly dismantled the transmission. I watched for a little while, but there were enough of them that they did not need any more help.

Eventually I wandered off to find Kris, helping with some odd garden projects over on the next street, and spent the rest of the day working around there.

“These garden plots you have are really extensive,” Kris remarked at one point to Wayne, the ‘old hippy’ committee member who was the brother of Wade.

“It’s not just a hobby,” he said nonchalantly.

“Oh, I didn’t mean to imply it was. They just seem really thought out, in the way you’ve got them organized.”

“Huh,” he gave a dismissive grunt.

In reply Kris just stopped and stared at him. Wayne seemed about to continue with the weeding he was doing, but inevitably he found himself turning back to answer that gaze. “It’s been a long road getting here.”

“Oh yeah?”

“I started the community gardens project over ten years ago, but that was back when we could afford some fertilizer and bug spray. When we expanded the whole thing, this was, I don’t know, three, four years back, with just some seeds, we had no idea what we were doing. We just started planting seeds everywhere.” He splayed out his arms as if to take in the whole neighborhood.

“Everywhere?”

“Scattered ‘em everywhere. Front yards that use to have grass. Back yards that were dirt. Planter boxes. Spots that had drive-ways or foundations or asphalt before we tore them up. Partly filled in basements. Over in the park, up by the elementary school, next to the stream. Wherever. Every type of seed in every type of garden. Just to see what worked.”

Kris glanced around, and I did too. All along next street the gardens were scattered in odd plots interspersed among the houses and animal pens. Most had little fences formed from stacks of rocks or torn up concrete.

“I guess it worked,” I said.

“It’s called organic agriculture. Which is a stupid name, as if there were inorganic agriculture. But there are whole books on it. We could have saved ourselves a lot of trial and error if we’d bothered to look it up beforehand, instead of just shotgunning out seeds.” He paused, then shrugged. “But we figured it out eventually.”

Late in the afternoon we headed back to find the Beast had been driven over to the creek so it could be washed. The Fischers truck had also been washed, fully revealing the faded red of its original paint job. Against this, on either door, had been painted a white cross, mirroring the color scheme on our armored truck.

“What, uh,” I pointed, “what is this?”

There was a long pause while Brandon just stared at me. Slowly his wife and brother moved to join him.

“So,” Hannah said. As she spoke Brandon put a hand on her shoulder, and she put her hand on his. “We’re coming with you. If you’ll have us.”

“Logan said he didn’t care,” Noah was quick to add.

After that there was a pause, I think with all of us waiting for Kris to respond, but she said nothing, just staring in their vague direction.

For me the concept was very slow to sink in. At last I just blurted out my reaction. “Really?” I asked.

Noah held out his hands. “Ain’t got jobs no more.”

“Seems like you’ve got really important jobs around here,” Kris said. “Does anybody else in town know anything about electrical wiring?”

They looked at each other, and Brandon glanced over his shoulder toward the bar. “Cal thinks he does. Cal thinks he knows more than us about everything. Sure he’d be glad if we left.”

“It ain’t like we got a grudge against him,” Noah said. “That ain’t why we wanna come.”

“Why do you want to come then?” Kris asked.

“Yeah,” I said, “you do realize there are some big risks we’re taking, right?”

“There are risks if we stay,” Brandon said. “Like Logan was saying yesterday, they might come massacre us even if you leave. When that’s a possibility joining the Resistance is the only thing to do.”

“We discussed it last night,” Hannah said. “We always said, if we had a chance to make a difference, we would. We agree with Kris, it’s just the right thing to do.”

“We talked it over with mom,” Noah said. “She doesn’t want us here waitin’ around to get our old jobs back.”

“She never wanted us working there to begin with,” his brother added. “She said we’ve taking enough blood money, time we did penance. Time this whole town did penance.”

“You’re coming because you’re looking for redemption?” Kris asked.

“That not a good enough reason for you?”

“Oh no, guys, no, I’m sorry,” Kris reached toward them, but hesitated. “I shouldn’t be standing here questioning your motives. If you want to come that’s fine.”

“I’m just surprised you want to,” I said. “The way you guys have always talked about this place I would never have, you know, thought you would leave.”

“This place has been good to us, after mom lost her job we’d have never gotten by if not for the folks around here.”

“I’m sensing a ‘but’,” Kris said.

“But we’ve always been outsiders.”

“Why?”

This got her an incredulous look. “For real?” Noah said. “Couple of brothers? Out here? Only black folks in town?”

“Really? I mean, was it really that bad?”

“Not that bad,” Brandon said.

“Bad enough that you want to leave though?”

“Nah, nah, it ain’t like that,” Noah said. “We was just sayin’,” he trailed off, and the brothers looked at each other again. “We was just sayin’ we’re maybe not as attached as some of the other folk around here.”

“Not enough that we’d up and leave, but a chance comes along to make a difference in the world,” Brandon shrugged, “we can’t pass that up, right?”

“And your mom’s okay with this?” I asked.

“Oh, she was cryin’ when we talked it over, for sure,” Noah said.

“He was crying too,” Brandon gestured at his brother.

“I wasn’t cryin’.”

“You were so crying.’”

“Mom was cryin’. I was . . .”

“Shedding a manly tear?” I asked.

“Yeah, that’s it. Shedding a manly tear.”

“Whatever,” Brandon said. “Mom was cryin’, but she said it was something we had to do. Said there were people looking to make this country right again and we’d never forgive ourselves if we didn’t do what we could to help ‘em.”

“You give us too much credit,” Kris said. “We’re just trying to get west and save our own skins. But thank you, all the same.” She reached out and touched Noah on the shoulder. He almost started to recoil, but then relaxed as she took his hand and squeezed it in hers. “All of you.” She did the same to Brandon and to Hannah. “I’m glad to have you along.”
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BOOK 1

1

Proverbs for attaining wisdom and discipline; for understanding and prudent life, doing what is right and just and fair. Let the wise listen and add to their learning, and let the discerning get guidance.

The wise ask this question: How long will the simple continue in their simple ways? How long will mockers delight in mockery and fools hate knowledge?

Whoever corrects a mocker invites insults; whoever rebukes the wicked incurs abuse.

But fret not, for the wise inherit honor, but fools get only shame.

Do not walk in the way of evildoers. For they cannot rest until they do evil; they are robbed of sleep till they make someone stumble.

Do not go along with the wicked; for their feet rush into evil, they are swift to shed blood. They lie in wait for their own blood; they ambush only themselves!

Those who fail to find wisdom harm themselves; all who hate wisdom love death.

If you are wise, your wisdom will reward you; if you are a mocker, you alone will suffer.

The path of the righteous is like the morning sun, shining ever brighter till the full light of day. But the way of the wicked is like deep darkness; they do not know what makes them stumble.

 

2

A whole bunch of sayings of the wise:

 

All a person’s ways seem pure to them.

Do not say, “I’ll do to them as they have done to me; I’ll pay them back for what they did.”

 

3

What the wicked dread will inevitably overtake them.

The integrity of the upright guides them, but the unfaithful are destroyed by their duplicity.

Walk with the wise and become wise, for a companion of fools suffers harm.

The ignorant believe anything, but the prudent give thought to their steps.

Folly brings joy to one who has no sense, but whoever has understanding keeps a straight course.

The plans of the diligent lead to profit as surely as haste leads to poverty.

There is more hope for a fool than for someone who speaks in haste.

Deceit is in the hearts of those who plot evil, but those who promote peace have joy.

The righteous hate what is false, but the wicked make themselves a stench and bring shame on themselves.

The righteous detest the dishonest; the wicked detest the upright. 

Food gained by fraud tastes sweet, but one ends up with a mouth full of gravel.

Better to meet a bear robbed of her cubs than a fool bent on folly.

The stingy are eager to get rich and are unaware that poverty awaits them.

Fools mock at making amends for their wrongs, but goodwill is found among the upright.

Whoever loves discipline loves knowledge, but whoever hates improvement is stupid.

Evil will never leave the house of one who pays back evil for good.

Starting a quarrel is like breaching a dam.

A person’s own folly leads to their ruin, yet their heart rages against everyone else.

The prudent see danger and take refuge, but the ignorant keep going and pay the penalty.

The wicked flee though no one pursues, but the righteous are as bold as a lion.

 

4

Lazy hands make for poverty, but diligent hands bring wealth. 

Those who gathers crops in summer are prudent, but those who sleep during harvest are disgraceful. 

Sluggards do not plow in season; so at harvest time they look but find nothing.

A sluggard’s appetite is never filled, but the desires of the diligent are fully satisfied.

All hard work brings a profit, but mere talk leads only to poverty.

The wise store up choice food and olive oil, but fools gulp theirs down.
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When pride comes, then comes disgrace, but with humility comes wisdom.

Where there is strife, there is pride, but wisdom is found in those who take advice.

Wisdom’s judgement is that humility comes before honor.

Pride goes before destruction, a haughty spirit before a fall. Better to be lowly in spirit along with the oppressed than to share plunder with the proud.

Pride brings a person low, but the lowly in spirit gain honor.
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Wisdom is found on the lips of the discerning, but pain comes to the gullible with no sense.

Wrongs are not ended by multiplying words. The prudent hold their tongues.

Do not boast about tomorrow, for you do not know what a day may bring.

Let someone else praise you, and not your own mouth; an outsider, and not your own lips.

Do not gloat when your enemy falls; when they stumble, do not let your heart rejoice.

The way of fools seems right to them, but the wise listen to advice.

Fools show their annoyance at once, but the prudent overlook an insult.

Those who guard their lips preserve their lives, but those who speak rashly will come to ruin.

The heart of the righteous weighs its answers, but the mouth of the wicked gushes evil.

Fools find no pleasure in understanding but delight in airing their own opinions.

Do not speak to fools, for they will scorn your prudent words.

Do not answer a fool according to his folly, or you yourself will be just like him.

The words of the mouth are deep waters, but the fountain of wisdom is a rushing stream.

To answer before listening, that is folly and shame.

Fools give full vent to their rage, but the wise bring calm in the end.

Even fools are thought wise if they keep silent, and discerning if they hold their tongues.
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One person gives freely, yet gains even more; another withholds unduly, but comes to poverty.

A generous person will prosper; whoever refreshes others will be refreshed.

Better to be a nobody and yet have sustenance than pretend to be somebody and have no food.

The righteous care for the needs of even the lowest among us, but the kindest acts of the wicked are cruel.

Blessed is the one who is kind to the needy.

Better contentment with a little than great wealth with turmoil.

Better the poor whose walk is blameless than the rich whose ways are perverse.

Whoever shuts their ears to the cry of the poor will also cry out and not be answered.

One who oppresses the poor to increase his wealth and one who gives gifts to the rich: both come to poverty.

Whoever mocks the poor shows contempt for all humanity; whoever gloats over disaster invites it upon themselves.

Do not eat the food of a begrudging host, do not crave his delicacies; for he is the kind of person who is always thinking about the cost.

Do not wear yourself out to get rich; do not trust your own cleverness.

The rich are wise in their own eyes; one who is poor and discerning sees how deluded they are.
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Hatred stirs up conflict, but love covers over all wrongs.

Whoever conceals hatred with lying lips and spreads slander is a fool.

Anxiety weighs down the heart, but a kind word cheers it up.

A gentle answer turns away wrath, but a harsh word stirs up anger.

A hot-tempered person stirs up conflict, but the one who is patient calms a quarrel.

Better a small serving of vegetables with love than a fattened calf with hatred.

Better a patient person than a warrior, one with self-control than one who takes a city.

If your enemy is hungry, give him food to eat; if he is thirsty, give him water to drink. In doing this, you will heap burning coals on his head.

A friend loves at all times, and a brother is born for a time of adversity.

Drive out the mocker, and out goes strife; quarrels and insults are ended.
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Better a little with righteousness than much gain with injustice.

The greedy bring ruin to their households.

The wicked accept bribes in secret to pervert the course of justice.

It is not good to be partial to the wicked and so deprive the innocent of justice.

In a lawsuit the first to speak seems right, until someone comes forward and cross-examines.

When justice is done, it brings joy to the righteous but terror to evildoers.

When the righteous triumph, there is great elation; but when the wicked rise to power, people go into hiding.

Justice gives a country stability, but those who are greedy for bribes tear it down.

The righteous care about justice for the poor, but the wicked have no such concern.

If a wise person goes to court with a fool, the fool rages and scoffs, and there is no peace.

The accomplices of thieves are their own enemies; they are put under oath and dare not testify.

Do not exploit the poor because they are poor and do not crush the needy in court.

Do not testify against your neighbor without cause.

Do not show partiality in judging. Whoever says to the guilty, “You are innocent,” will be cursed by peoples and denounced by nations.

Speak up for those who cannot speak for themselves, for the rights of all who are destitute. Speak up and judge fairly; defend the rights of the poor and needy.
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The wise in heart are called discerning.

Whoever builds a high gate invites destruction.

The heart of the discerning acquires knowledge, for the ears of the wise seek it out.

Listen to advice and accept discipline, and at the end you will be counted among the wise.

Gold there is, and rubies in abundance, but lips that speak knowledge are a rare jewel.

It is a trap to dedicate something rashly and only later to consider one’s vows.

Do not be one who shakes hands in pledge or puts up security for debts you lack the means to pay.

One who is wise can go up against the city of the mighty and pull down the stronghold in which they trust.

The borrower is slave to the lender.

An honest answer is like a kiss on the lips.

Better is open rebuke than hidden love.

Wounds from a friend can be trusted, but an enemy multiplies kisses.

The crucible for silver and the furnace for gold, but people are tested by their praise.

Though you grind a fool in a mortar, grinding them like grain with a pestle, you will not remove their folly from them.

Whoever rebukes a person will in the end gain favor rather than one who has a flattering tongue.

If a ruler listens to lies, all his officials become wicked.
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Hope deferred makes the heart sick, but a longing fulfilled is a tree of life.

Even in laughter the heart may ache, and rejoicing may end in grief.

A heart at peace gives life to the body, but envy rots the bones.

A happy heart makes the face cheerful, but heartache crushes the spirit.

The human spirit can endure in sickness, but a crushed spirit who can bear?

What a person desires is unfailing love; better to be poor than a liar.

The purposes of a person’s heart are deep waters, but one who has insight draws them out.

Many claim to have unfailing love, but a faithful person who can find?
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The Similes of Solomon

Like apples of gold in settings of silver is a ruling rightly given.

Like an ornament of fine gold is the rebuke of a wise judge to a listening ear.

Like a snow-cooled drink at harvest time is a trustworthy messenger to the one who sends him; he refreshes the spirit of his master.

Like clouds and wind without rain is one who boasts of gifts never given.

Like a club or a sword or a sharp arrow is one who gives false testimony against a neighbor.

Like a broken tooth or a lame foot is reliance on the unfaithful in a time of trouble.

Like vinegar poured on a wound is one who sings songs to a heavy heart.

Like a north wind that brings unexpected rain is a sly tongue, which provokes a horrified look.

Like cold water to a weary soul is good news from a distant land.

Like a muddied spring or a polluted well are the righteous who give way to the wicked.

Like a city whose walls are broken through is a person who lacks self-control.

Like snow in summer or rain in harvest, honor is not fitting for a fool.

Like a fluttering sparrow or a darting swallow, an undeserved curse does not come to rest.

Sending a message by the hands of a fool is like cutting off one’s feet or drinking poison.

Like a thornbush in a drunkard’s hand is a proverb in the mouth of a fool.

Like an archer who wounds at random is one who hires a fool or any passer-by.

As a dog returns to its vomit, so fools repeat their folly.

Like one who grabs a stray dog by the ears is someone who rushes into a quarrel not their own.

Like a maniac shooting flaming arrows of death is one who deceives their neighbor and says, “I was only joking!”

Without wood a fire goes out; without a gossip a quarrel dies down. As charcoal to embers and as wood to fire, so is a quarrelsome person for kindling strife.

Stone is heavy and sand a burden, but a fool’s provocation is heavier than both.

Perfume and incense bring joy to the heart, and the pleasantness of a friend springs from their heartfelt advice.

As iron sharpens iron, so one person sharpens another.

As water reflects the face, so one’s life reflects the heart.

Death and Destruction are never satisfied, and neither are human eyes.

A ruler who oppresses the poor is like a driving rain that leaves no crops.

Like a roaring lion or a charging bear is a wicked ruler over a helpless people.
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Biblical Listicles

Seven things truly detestable:

	haughty eyes 



	a lying tongue



	hands that shed innocent blood



	a heart that devises wicked schemes



	feet that are quick to rush into evil



	a false witness who pours out lies



	a person who stirs up conflict





 

Four things that are never satisfied:

	the grave



	the appetites of the rich



	fire, which never says, ‘Enough!’



	an economy driven by finance





 

Four things that are incomprehensibly amazing: 

	the heights of human ingenuity



	the depths of human cruelty



	the adaptability of the human spirit



	the variety of the human heart





 

Four things that make civilizations trembles:

	a starving populace



	oppression by its rulers



	incompetence by its experts



	leadership that cannot be displaced





 

Four things that are small yet extremely powerful:

	insect colonies, whose individuals are tiny yet who can build vast complexes



	light, which bears no weight yet can power human sight and human cities



	water, that flows and disappears into the lowest places, yet can wear away mountains



	servants, whose work seems menial, yet who support all of civilization





 

Four things that make a real man:

	Courage, even when what he fears is himself



	Strength, to carry those in need



	Humility, to know when he must be the one who is carried



	Security in himself, so that no insult may reach him





 

 


I read the latest installment of Kris’ work while on the road. I was in the back of the armored truck, Logan and Kris up front. Kris knew I was sitting right behind Logan reading her torn notebook, and I think it made her self-conscious. I kept catching her eyeing me, her gaze something I could feel even when in the form of quick, furtive glances.

It probably did not help that I was taking my time. Reading in the car did not give me any motion sickness, but for whatever reason it made me read even slower than usual.

It had been just prior to setting out that morning, standing in the pre-dawn light next to the armored truck, waiting for everyone else to gather, when Kris had approached. She had leaned against the truck right next to me without a word, then leaned slightly against me, bracing her shoulder against my arm. I had not dared move, or even glance down at her. She had lingered like that for a minute, then slipped out a miniature spiral notebook from the jacket she wore. She let her arm holding this dangle, almost tucked behind both of us. Her hand found mine, hesitated like that for a second, then slipped the notebook into my open palm.

Quickly I had slipped this into my cargo pant pocket without even looking at it. Instead I at last glanced down at her. She flashed me a smile as grey as the coming day, then moved off to greet some others who were just showing up.

The notebook she had given me had sheets the size of index cards and was crammed with Kris’ tight writing. The front page of it labeled it simply ‘Wisdom.’ Within this there were four chapters or books or parts, of which the first two were labeled Proverbs one and two. I finished reading these first two sections, with their series of similes and listicles, before tucking away the little notebook to take a break.

As I did Kris looked back at me. I returned the same wane smile she had worn that morning. In response she just stared, quizzical and accepting, and I found my expression transforming into a big, dopey grin despite myself.

Kris turned back forward, and I leaned over to get a look at the side-rear view mirror, trying to catch a glimpse of our convoy. Behind us the rest of our burgeoning crew was riding in either the Beast or the Fischer’s pickup. As much work as had been put into the Beast yesterday little had happened to improve its appearance, and in the rear view I saw it lumbering along and looking incongruous compared to our truck.

Along this highway a small town straddled the Indiana border. Signs of decay were even more prevalent here than among the abandoned suburban homes around Fountain Garden. I moved over to sit behind Kris and look out that side. From the elevated highway we could see beyond rows of dilapidated buildings to something that looked like it had once been a small regional airport, now just a control tower overlooking corn fields.

At the last freeway exit this side of the border there was a checkpoint, though it was not quite what I expected. So many of these places, established in response to a nuclear terrorist attack more than ten years ago, had taken on an air of permanence. Most had gates and booths like toll stations and subtly disguised gun emplacements and, off to the side somewhere, hastily built concrete block guardhouses.

This checkpoint had none of that. It was just a series of trucks and armored vehicles parked across the road, fully blocking traffic. We slowed down into the line of waiting cars. It looked like all of them were being funneled onto the exit ramp. Getting a little closer I saw now that some of the checkpoint infrastructure I had expected was present in ruined form. There was a chain link gate, mangled and folded up on itself, sitting in the highway median. On the shoulder the requisite concrete structure was now a series of fragmented concrete walls with no roof. Men with camo-pattern uniforms and non-military rifles stood out in front of the line of cars, some of them gesturing to direct traffic, some just standing and watching.

As we rolled forward toward the exit ramp I scooted back over to the driver’s side. From here I could see one of the uniformed men making his way down the line, pausing to talk to each of the drivers in turn.

From this angle I also noticed the interesting flag that flew from a post on one of the armored fighting vehicles. It looked like the Ohio state flag, which was similar to the American flag, with red and white stripes, except instead of a blue square in the corner it had a blue triangle. The normal Ohio flag would have had a spray of stars and a red dot within this triangle. This new flag replaced the stars and dot with a red and grey Ohio State University ‘O’. 

Logan rolled down the window as we rolled forward. I noticed the man speaking to the drivers was armed with a hunting rifle, held low, and that his ‘uniform’ was just camo-pattern clothing, lacking in either insignia or any sign of rank. He had sandy blond hair and a creepy smile, neither of which seemed affected by the overcast sky and drizzle of rain outside.

“Howdy,” Logan said. “What’s going on here?”

“Sorry folks, the border is closed.”

“Closed? Why?”

“Ours is not to question why. Increased probability of terrorists moving along this route, that’s all you need to know. I’m afraid you’ll have to turn around.”

Logan paused, glancing ahead at the armored vehicles blocking the highway. “If you don’t mind me asking, who are you guys? You don’t look like National Guardsmen.”

“We’re New Ohio Peacekeepers.”

“There’s a New Ohio now, huh?”

Logan’s question was sarcastic, but the man responded without a hint of irony. “Yes there is. We’ve been empowered by the governor to help out in this time of crisis.”

“By shutting down borders?”

“By taking whatever actions are most effective at resolving our problems.”

“Interesting. Who decides what the most effective actions are?”

“Nobody, that’s the beauty of it.”

“Nobody makes the decision?”

“It’s made by a high-end agent based simulation.”

“An artificial intelligence?”

“A series of them actually. Some have already replaced the legislature and some others are coming online to take over certain other functions.”

“What happened to the legislature?”

“They’re still arguing and gridlocked, as usual. I don’t think anybody will notice when they’re gone entirely.”

“Well, alright then. Thank you sir.” Logan turned around to speak to Kris and I. “Looks like our robot overlords have deemed this border closed.”

Logan took manual control of the truck as he navigated to the off-ramp. At its bottom we could see a gas station on the right, its parking lot filled with the cars that had been shunted off the highway before us, many of them in line for the pumps. Logan took a left instead, passing through the highway underpass. On the other side there was an abandoned gas station. We pulled over, taking shelter underneath its awning. The Beast and the Fischers pulled up alongside us.

“What’s going on?” Brandon called from the passenger seat.

Logan gestured for everyone to gather up as he got out of the truck. In short order we were all standing around one of the derelict pumps. The Fischer brothers and I consulted their road map while Logan explained the situation.

“You gotta be fucking with me?” was Lucas’ reaction. “A.I.s?”

“That’s what the dude said.”

“They put computers in charge of the government?”

“This must be pretty recent,” Hannah said. “I didn’t see anything about it on the news last weekend.”

“It doesn’t much matter why they’re doing it,” Crazy Ian said. “They’ve closed off the border either way and don’t appear to be letting anybody past.”

“Is there a way we could go around this road block?” Grant asked. “Just drive through town here.”

“I’m sure they’ve thought of that,” Logan said.

“What if we head out of town?”

The conversation was steering toward those of us with the map. “There’s a bunch of back country roads it looks like we could try,” I said.

Logan was already shaking his head. “No, those roads aren’t gonna be maintained, which means in this weather they’re mud. No way we’re getting the Beast through that.”

“Do we have enough gas to get the Beast anywhere?” Veronica asked.

“We can get back to that last gas station where we filled it up,” Lucas said. “Giant fucking waste of gas though.”

“We may not have another choice,” Logan said. “Unless we just abandon the thing. We could ride five to the armored truck, and the Fischers take three in the back of their pickup, then hit the back country and try our luck crossing the border there.”

Looking across the group I could see Lucas holding his tongue despite a crestfallen expression.

“Even if we get across this border,” Kris said, “do we really want to drive across the country with people riding in the back of a pickup?”

“Beggars can’t be choosers,” Logan shook his head without looking at her.

“Do we have any other options?” Grant asked.

Logan turned to those of us with the map again. “We could go back to Cincinnati,” Noah said, “cross into Kentucky. Maybe that border ain’t closed.”

“It might also still be held by state troopers,” Logan said.

“I thought you said you could get us through a state trooper checkpoint,” I said.

“Right. Sorry, my statement was made in favor of that idea.”

“It’s a long way to backtrack,” Veronica said. “Do we have the fuel?”

“We’ll have to buy more on the way back,” Logan said. “It’s gonna eat into our cash way more than I wanted.”

“Since we’re stopped here in town,” I said, “maybe we could find a bank and I could withdraw some cash. Assuming my account isn’t frozen or anything.”

“That’s extremely risky,” Logan said. “If they’re hunting for you, they may not have frozen you’re account, but it’ll be monitored. Withdrawing the money could ping the GSA. At the very least it leaves an electronic trail.”

“Are they searching for Greg?” Kris asked.

I shook my head. “I don’t know, but that was kinda my point. If I withdraw the money here, anybody monitoring that would see this town on a map and assume we were trying to get past the border.”

As I spoke Logan nodded, and as soon as he could jumped in to finish the thought. “So they’d start searching the back country, or assume we were in Indiana already, not that we had driven all the way out here just to turn around.”

“Uh-huh,” I said. “That’s my thought, anyway.”

“So as long as Greg’s account isn’t actually frozen,” Kris said.

“If you’re willing to take the risk,” Logan said to me.

“If they did freeze my account what would happen when I try to access it?”

“No idea,” Logan said. “But we should be prepared to run.”

“We’ll give you a ride to the bank,” Brandon gestured to the brother’s pickup. “Everyone else can be waiting elsewhere.”

“I like it, good call,” Logan nodded.

There was a pause while we all looked around at each other. “So it’s a plan,” Kris said.

“Such as it is. We get cash, head back and get fuel, then head for the closest river crossing.”

“We’ll have to get back to the city,” Brandon said. “The nearest place to cross is this, the Brent Spence Bridge.”

“We can enter the city the same way we came out,” Logan said.

“Through that overrun checkpoint?” Veronica asked.

He shrugged. “Sure. Maybe it’s still destroyed. If not then state troopers maybe have taken it back over. Or these new nut cases,” he gestured back to the highway. “Either way, as long as it’s not National Guard or GSA we should be okay.”

“What if it is?”

“It won’t be. The military is too busy losing a war in Asia to be taking over small time city limit border checkpoints.”

“What if they have though?” Veronica persisted with this question.

“Then same plan as if they were here. Run like hell.”

*     *     *

In the end I almost emptied my checking account, and then we blew most of it filling up several large plastic containers with fuel, which now sat tied down under a tarp in the back of the Fischers’ pickup.

The route back to the bridge crossing was not the shortest one available. Nevertheless, we all agreed the known route was better than risking an uncertain short cut.

As we approached the checkpoint heading in to the city I began to doubt this decision. Up ahead the structure itself was still in ruins, with broken concrete and wrecked vehicles still strewn across the road, slowing traffic. Standing amid this debris, not quite mobbing the cars but impeding their progress, was a horde of zombies.

The crowd gathered here all looked gaunt and ashen, but obviously they were not actually dead. Or at least so I hoped. They held signs, written by hand on pieces of cardboard. ‘Please help dieing’ ‘anything helps, God bless’ ‘hungry, homeless, sick, please help.’ As we got a bit closer I spotted some among the crowd, sitting on chairs or laying out in the median, in even worse shape. Their faces were covered in swollen red pustules, their hair thinned or missing in uneven clumps, their limbs weirdly bloated.

“Oh my God,” Kris leaned forward, peering out at the crowd. “Is this . . .”

“Yes it is,” Logan said. “This is GTV.”

“Are we in danger?” I asked.

“Everyone’s in danger. Nothing to do but press on.”

“Are we gonna get sick then?”

“It’s keyed to certain genetics. Whether it will actually infect you or not is a matter of luck.”

I looked back out at the crowd. Following the other traffic on this road we had slowed to a crawl, the self-driving system having detected the prevalence of obstacles. Like the cars in front of us we rolled at a slow pace through the crowd, which came right up to the vehicles but parted to let them aside. They seemed more interested in getting attention than anything else, holding up their desperate signs, pressing them against car windows.

“What do these people want?” I asked.

“Help?” Logan said absently. “Who knows, really?”

“Why are they here?”

“I have no idea.”

“We could help them,” Kris said.

“We could?” He glanced over at her.

“We have the cure, in the back. We could treat them.”

Logan grew pale as he shook his head. “If we pulled over and announced we had a cure we’d probably start a riot that’d kill more people than the disease.”

“We can’t just leave them.”

“Also, once news got out that we had a cure some authorities would be coming to check it out.”

“You’re saying we just leave them?”

“I’m saying helping them isn’t a realistic option.”

She looked out as the crowd surged around us, people reaching to hold up their signs to the high windows of the truck, as if this were some protest. “They’re dying though.”

“We’re all dying.”

“They’re dying a lot faster.”

“Given our circumstances that’s debatable.”

Kris glanced over at him but said nothing more.

“I don’t like it any more than you do.” Logan glanced in his rear view mirrors. “I can’t see, can either of you tell if the others are getting through okay?”

From where I was I could not see anything behind the truck. Rolling down a window and sticking my head out for a better view was the last thing on my mind. “No, I can’t.”

“Is this what it was like?” Kris asked.

“What what was like?”

“In China. Or wherever it was you were deployed.”

Logan glanced at her, then folded his arms.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t . . .”

“No,” Logan said. “That was much worse.”

I sat in the back, afraid to touch this sensitive subject. I could tell, up front, Kris was giving him that questioning stare of hers.

“Those people weren’t sick,” Logan said. “I never saw any that had GTV. But they’d already passed through the hot zone when they got to us. They had, I don’t know.” There was a long pause in which I did not think he would continue. “They had blistered skin and,” again a long pause. “They just charged at us. Some of them, a lot of them, didn’t even have guns. They had sticks or metal poles or machetes. They charged straight into the machine gun fire. Sometimes they got to the line of drones. They’d just climb over them, ripped the things apart with their bare hands. Afterwards we had to bulldoze the bodies out of the no-man’s land around base.”

He shot a glance at Kris, then another long pause. She reached across and touched him lightly on the shoulder.

“I made it through the massacred villages in Iran. That was one thing. But Beijing,” he shook his head. “They shipped me home after that, discharged me. Shell shock.”

“Shell shock?” Kris asked.

“Yeah. I was just kind of,” he trailed off into an extended pause. “I was catatonic for a while there. Came home and sat on disability and, I don’t know . . .”

“Isn’t that PTSD?”

“Yeah, technically, that’s what they call it. But it sounds so clinical and,” Logan glanced over at her and forced a fleeting smile, “lame. If I’m gonna have some emotional breakdown at least give it a manly name.”

“Shell shock is more manly?”

“You don’t think so?”

“At least it hasn’t hurt your sense of humor,” I said.

Logan glanced back at me. “Maybe it did. I don’t know if I was always this warped. The thing about it is,” he swallowed and paused again. “I’ve obviously become a different person, but I couldn’t tell you exactly how or in what way.”

“All of us are different people than what we once were, it happens just by living,” Kris said. “You just have a more marked transition point than most people.”

He nodded, staring off onto the open road. I realized that we had cleared the crowd and were cruising down the open highway again. I angled myself a bit until I could see the Beast still behind us in the rear view mirror.

Logan was still nodding to himself, lost for a moment. Then he turned to Kris again. “I like that,” he said. “Thank you.”

*     *     *

The bridge over the Ohio River had a whole point of entry complex on the far side. The result was a line of vehicles that spilled across the bridge itself. As we waited I kept staring at all the rust accumulated on the girders spanning the bridge and wishing this whole setup was different.

As it had been at the Indiana border, the traffic here was light, but the nature of the checkpoint made the line almost intolerable. Most of the people waiting were pulling the old trick of killing their engines and rolling their vehicles forward in neutral to avoid burning gas during the multi-hour wait.

Despite the rain people were making the best of it. Many had gotten out of their cars and were talking with others in line. One group of guys in a big pickup were tailgating, a barbeque grill set up in the back underneath a series of tent poles supporting a tarp. The Fischers got out and brought some food over to have them cook.

Our own vehicles were too heavy to push forward in neutral. For the armored truck, its purely electric nature meant turning it off and on didn’t drain much energy, but the diesel consumption of the Beast was becoming worrisome. About half way across the bridge we came up with the plan of putting the Beast in neutral, then using the pickup to tap its bumper and push the thing forward that way.

As the afternoon dragged on and the rain picked up and got a bit of a chill to it, we at last got far forward enough to see what the hold up at the checkpoint was. It seemed for each vehicle, once it reached the front of the line, somebody had to get out and go into the little booth there at the side of the road. Sometimes the people would come out after a little while and just head off. Other times some inspectors would come out with them and walk around the vehicle before letting them proceed. A couple times the inspectors made them open their trunk and poked around in the back some.

“If they decide to look around in the back of the truck we’re screwed,” Veronica said. All of us except the drivers were holding an impromptu meeting in the Beast.

“Not necessarily,” Lucas said. “Those guns are perfectly legal in Kentucky.”

“Doesn’t mean they’re not a reason to detain us.”

“Also,” Grant said, “how do we explain a bunch of guns and money boxes in the back of a Red Cross truck?”

“We should have bought another pad lock and put it on the back,” Brandon said. “We could have told them we don’t know the combination and can’t open it.”

“They might have just cut it off like we did.”

“It would look suspicious either way,” Veronica said, “and the last thing we need is to arouse suspicion.”

“So what we need,” I said, “is a plan, in case they do decide to search the truck. Or for that matter if they question our identities.”

“Do we not trust Logan to get us passed these guys?” Kris asked.

“Do we even know who they are?”

“They’re Kentucky state troopers,” Crazy Ian said. “I went forward and looked. I didn’t see any federal agents or anything.”

“So we trust in Logan,” Kris said.

“It would still be good to have a backup plan,” I said.

Nobody had an immediate response to this. Outside the rain picked up intensity.

“I think we run,” Lucas said.

“Run?” Kris asked.

“If it comes down to it. There’s no physical gate that I can see. If it goes to shit we just hit the gas, run and scatter.”

“They’ll just chase us down though.”

“They could, but just like Ohio, Kentucky has places that state troopers don’t patrol anymore. We could escape there, at least some of us. We make sure we’re divided up as evenly as we can among the vehicles, give the best chance of somebody making it.”

I think everybody wanted to object to this, but nobody was willing to without a better plan, and none of us had any ideas. Not for the first time I started to wonder if I’d completely fucked it all up, if I should never have triggered that alarm in Spiderhead’s south wing and never gone up to help retrieve the armored truck and never set all this in motion.

It was after dark by the time we got to the front of the line. Our little convoy rolled forward the last stretch, the vehicles sticking together, all the engines on now. As planned we had redistributed ourselves. The Fischer brothers had their truck, with Crazy Ian in the back despite the rain. He lay concealed under a tarp with Logan’s pistol concealed on his person. If he was found he could claim to just be taking shelter from the rain. If something went down I don’t know what he would do, but he was there all the same. Lucas, Grant, and Hannah were in the Beast, while Veronica and I sat behind Logan and Kris in the armored truck.

A figure in a yellow rain jacket came out with a flashlight, shining it down the length of cars. The figure, a woman I saw as she circled around to the driver’s side, gestured for Logan to roll down the window.

“You folks all together?” She gestured to the cars behind us.

“Yeah, the three of us.”

“I’ll need the driver of each vehicle to come with me.”

I had been assuming we’d all have to get out. Kris and I did so, going back to get the others. Along with Lucas and Noah we joined Logan in following the inspector over to the booth, cramming our way in out of the rain. Behind us I was distinctly aware of other people sliding into the driver’s seats, getting themselves ready.

Inside the booth the woman got behind a little, glass enclosed counter, looking like a bank teller. She pushed off her hood, letting water fly everywhere, then glanced up at the group of us gathered in front of her. I could not help but notice that she had some pronounced redness and swelling around her neck.

“Entry permits,” she said in a monotone.

“Ahh, come again,” Logan said.

“Do you have entry permits?”

“Um, we don’t. We . . .”

“Pfhh,” she let out an exasperated breath, then pulled up a hand tablet and began typing. “What is the purpose of your visit?”

“Our visit?”

“To Kentucky. Why are you entering the great state of Kentucky?”

“We’re just passing through.”

“On route to where?”

“St. Louis.”

“And what is your purpose in going there?”

“Medical relief.”

She looked up at this. Logan flashed a big grin. “We’re volunteers.”

“Uh-huh. Medical relief from what?”

“Disease outbreak.”

Again that strained look up from her computer. “Disease outbreak?”

“Correct.”

“Are you fucking kidding me?”

“I am neither fucking nor kidding.”

“You don’t think we’ve got enough disease here? Why the hell are you going all the way to St. Louis?”

“That’s what we were told to do,” Logan offered a shrug. “Don’t ask me how it all works.”

She stared at him, then for the first time seemed to take an actual look at the rest of us.

“Okay, let’s cut the bullshit.” She sat up straight. “Who are you really?”

“We’re the Red Cross. Volunteers. We were . . .”

“Please. Do you have any identification that proves that? Any documents, entry permit, national identification certificate . . .”

“Um, we have documentation for our secure truck.” Logan produced the plastic, water-resistance envelope that contained the actual paperwork we found with the truck. “I can show you my Real ID,” he pulled out his mobile as well.

“Does it have a Red Cross certificate on it?”

“Uh, no, it doesn’t. We’re just volunteers.”

“Uh-huh. Guys, I’m gonna have to ask you all to wait right here while we search . . .”

“Whoa, whoa. There’s no need for that. Here, look at this,” Logan passed the plastic envelope through the little slot in the glass partition. “That certifies our truck and what we’re transporting, it should have all the documentation you need.”

The inspector picked up the envelope, opened it, and from within pulled out a gold coin. She held this up for all of us to see. “Sir, are you trying to bribe me?”

“No. Come on, if I were trying to bribe you I’d be giving you cash.”

I was impressed at the way Logan made this response without missing a beat. Still, it felt like we were screwed. In the crowded little booth it was impossible for anybody to tell I had my hand on my pistol. The glass partition the inspector had looked thick and bullet proof, but I was right near the exit door, with a state trooper standing about ten feed away. He was staring at the line of cars, and the hood on his rain slick looked like it might limit his visibility of the booth. I could take him by surprise as I started a mad dash back to the vehicles.

The morbidity of this train of thought caught up with me. I was unsure I could go through with it in such a premeditated way. I hoped Logan had a gun on him; if he had and had started shooting first I would have been swept up in the ensuing chaos. I did not think I had it in me to initiate such.

The inspector was still just staring, herself it seemed slow to catch up with the nonsense response Logan had given her accusation. At last she looked at the coin. “Look, sir . . .”

“No wait,” Kris said. She jostled with the rest of us to get up next to Logan in front of the partition. “We can help you.”

“That’s not how this works ma’am. I’m going to need . . .”

“No really. We really are here for medical relief. We can help you with,” Kris gestured at her own face and neck.

“What?”

“With your,” again Kris gestured. “You have . . .”

The inspector continued to stare. Then she reached beneath the counter to pull out her purse and produce a compact mirror. She clicked this open and examined herself. As she did I leaned forward to look as well. I saw now that, more than just redness, her neck and one side of her face were covered with little pox marks, and her lower jaw was swollen, as if she had been punched there.

“Aww, fuck,” she said. She started to wipe at her neck, as if the redness was some paint that might come off. “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” she wiped more desperately. “No, no, no.”

None of us said anything, instead just looking on, and in turn our presence seemed forgotten.

“No, this is,” she held up her little mirror again, angling it to try for a closer view of her neck. “No, it could just be . . .”

“Mumps?” Logan offered to finish her thought in a quite voice. “Chicken pox? Syphilis?”

“Your skin looks dry and is peeling,” Kris said, “like a sunburn, but also with swelling and small pockmarks. It looks like GTV.”

The inspector listened to this without moving, still staring at herself in her mirror. Slowly she set this down. “Fuck.” She flopped her arms and head down on the counter, letting her long hair spill out around her.

“Um, Julia?” Kris leaned down to speak through the slot in the partition. The inspector looked up. Tears were streaming down her face. “You are Julia, right?” Kris tapped on a name plate behind the glass. “Are you okay?”

“I just got a death sentence. No, I’m not fucking okay.”

“Not everybody dies from it,” Logan said. “It’s only about fifty percent.”

“That’s suppose to make me feel better? Fuck, this is GTV.”

“It does look like it.”

“I know it is. I got it from my brother. I know it. He’s dying from it, and I’m next. Fuck.”

“Well how about this,” Kris spoke in an even tone but stared with a growing intensity than even I could feel standing behind her. “We really can help you.”

“This is not getting you guys off the hook.” She got up to go toward the door.

 “Wait! I’m serious. We can help you.”

“You. You can help me?” The two of them stared at each other in a way that seemed anything passing between them might be vaporized. “I think I made it clear I will not accept any bribes.”

“Yes, okay, but why don’t you let us help you?” Kris said evenly. “We have a treatment.”

“What?”

“We have medicine. To treat GTV.”

“You’re serious?”

“Yes, absolutely.”

“You’re claiming you have a cure for the plague?”

“It’s a treatment. It won’t kill the virus but it’ll prevent you experiencing any severe outbreaks.”

Julia studied her for a long while, then swept her gaze over the rest of us. “Can I see this treatment?”

“Sure, just let us go get it.”

Kris led the way out of the booth and back into the pouring rain. She was headed straight for the back of the armored truck. Logan rushed up in front of her and brought her to a stop.

“What the fuck are you doing?”

“What? We’re gonna use the treatment on her.”

“If they find out we’re really transporting a cure we’re fucked,” Logan tossed his arms in a way that flung a load of accumulated rain off them. “They’ll detain us until the GSA gets here and . . .”

“What are our other options?” I said. “Your clumsy attempt at a bribe didn’t exactly work out.”

Through the rain and low-light I could only imagine the dark look Logan gave me. He said nothing, instead just handing Kris the keys to the truck. As I continued past him I heard him speak to Lucas and Noah. “Get back to your cars, and be ready to make a run for it.”

Logan returned to the cab of the armored truck himself, leaving me to haul in one of the plastic coolers for Kris.

Julia met us on our side of the glass partition in her booth. She sat in the single chair there and watched while Kris unpacked stuff from the cooler.

“Is this for real?” Julia asked as Kris got out a hypodermic needle and extracted some amber liquid from one of the vials.

“Definitely.”

“Can I see that?” She gestured to the paperwork that came with the cooler. Without a thought Kris handed it over.

Julia pulled it from its plastic sheath and flipped through some of the pages. “Shit. This is for real.” When she looked up at me all I could do was offer a shrug. “You guys really are with the Red Cross.”

“We told you,” I said.

“If you really are though why did you try to bribe me?”

“Because we really don’t have any paperwork proving anything,” I said. “The last couple weeks have been a confusing mess. They told us to set up in St. Louis because it’s apparently really bad there, but we’ve spend the last several days just trying to procure transportation, and then we spent all today getting turned around by a crazy paramilitary group I’d never heard of blocking the Indiana border.”

Julia nodded at this, then winced as Kris injected her with the needle.  “I’ve heard about them.”

From another vial Kris extracted a blue liquid and gave her patient a second shot. “The swelling should go down in a day or so. Hopefully.”

“Hopefully?”

“This virus has mutated a lot. There’s a lot of variety between individual cases.”

“Are you really a doctor?”

“I’m the closest thing they could find.”

Julia nodded. “I guess if I don’t wake up tomorrow feeling like my skin is on fire I’ll have you guys to thank.”

“At the very least you should avoid that fate.”

From her purse she got out her mirror again and took another look at her swollen neck.

“Did you really go all day without noticing that?” Kris asked.

“It’s been a long day. Actually it doesn’t hurt at all now unless I touch it.” She poked at the red lump on the side of her neck. We sat there, listening to the rain coming down outside, while Julia seemed to get lost in thought. At last she put away her mirror. “I suppose you guys will be going through Louisville.”

“That was our plan,” I told her.

“My brother lives there. He’s got the plague too, worse than this. A lot worse. Would you mind swinging by and checking on him.”

“We are at your mercy. You could still detain us here.”

“I don’t accept bribes. You’ve convinced me you really are with the Red Cross, so you’re free to go, but I would consider it a huge favor if you could do that for me.”

“Of course,” Kris touched her lightly on the shoulder. “Give us his number.”

Julia rummaged around in her purse for her mobile. “There is one thing you could do for us,” Kris said, prompting her to stop and look up. “We’d really appreciate it.”

“What?”

“Could you avoid mentioning us. I mean, as much as possible. If it got out that we had a GTV treatment . . .”

“I understand. I’ll tell you what, if this works and there’s no swelling tomorrow I won’t ever mention even having it.”

Back in the truck I rummaged through my bag, stripping off my soaked jacket to change into a drier shirt. Logan kept it in manual control as we pulled away from the checkpoint and out onto the open road. Veronica looked about, waiting for the full story, but nothing was said among us for a long while.

“I’m sorry Logan,” Kris said. “I didn’t see any other choice.”

“I’m not mad at you. I’m just,” his grip on the wheel tightened and relaxed, “mad. I wanted that to go better.”

“I think we might actually be in the clear,” I said. “If that cure really works.”

“You don’t think she’ll say anything?” Logan asked.

“She promised not to.”

“What are the chances it actually works?”

“Everything in the paperwork we found made it sound like it would,” Kris said.

“Did you read all the paperwork?”

“Most of it.”

Logan glanced over at her. “How far did you get in med school?”

“I was applying for my residency. That’s how I . . .”

He just nodded in reply. “I’ll take your word for it then.”
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JONAH

1

Jonah spoke words he claimed had been inspired by his god, and he said, “come, people of faith, I heard the word of the lord, and I have read in his most holy bible, and calculated from its numbers therein, and have so determined the day of the second coming of our lord Jesus Christ and the end of the world, when all sinners, which is everyone who does not agree with me in total, shall be punished, and those righteous like me shall receive their reward. The exact date of this is known, and it is not so far off, in the very near future.”

Then the people said to him, “oh, praise the lord, and praise Jonah his messenger, what must we do to prepare for this calamity?”

And Jonah said, “give me all your money, that I might travel the world and preach this message and save those who would be saved, and so the wicked cannot say they were not warned.”

So the people gave Jonah their money, and with it he bought a private jet plane for himself, and he flew therein to a sunny town, and he bought himself a mansion with his own private beach, and lived there in luxury and excess.
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Inevitably the day came that Jonah had predicted to be the end of the world. And the day came and went, and the sun rose and set and rose again, and there was no calamity, and the world continued as it ever had.

Then the people who had sold all their worldly possessions and given Jonah all their money came to his mansion, and they said unto him, “what have you done? Your prediction was wrong, and the second coming has not happened, and now we are destitute and forlorn.”

Then the people set upon Jonah, and they tore down his mansion and smashed all his possessions. And they prayed to their god and said, “please, lord, forgive us for following this false prophet.” Then they took Jonah to the great vault he had where he kept all his money and his supplies for the end of the world, and they cast Jonah within, and kept him locked up in there in the darkness for three days and three nights.
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When, after his time locked in his own vault, the people opened it up, Jonah emerged, and he proclaimed to the people, “look, I have spend three days in the ground, just as our lord and savior Jesus Christ, and now I am emerged, a second coming just as I have foretold. And while in that grave I cried out and again heard the word of the lord, who showed me the error in my original calculation, and so now I know the true date of the end of the world, which comes in forty days time.”

So the people, who were gullible and credulous and stupid, declared, “it is a miracle. Jonah is the second coming, and will bring about the end of the world and rewards for our supposed righteousness. What must we do now to serve our lord and savior?”

Jonah told them, “give me your money, that I might travel to the great coastal cities, filled with liberal heathens, and preach to them and demand they repent before judgement comes for them, for they are sinful and godless, fornicators and blasphemers and idolaters, and they revel in all forms of wicked and evil acts that displease the lord.”

The people obeyed, and gave Jonah back the money they had seized from him, and all the rest of their money too. Jonah traveled to the largest of the coastal cities, which was a great metropolis that would take many days to go through.

Jonah began by proclaiming, “forty more days until the end of the world! Repent for the end is nigh.” He called upon the people of the city to give up their sinful ways, to pass laws requiring praise be given to his god and to arrest or exile any who persisted in denying his god or in partaking anything Jonah found sinful, for which he had a great list that included almost anything not being done by Jonah himself.

The people of the city ignored him. Instead they went about their business, of which there was little evil but instead the work of an industrious people, the raising of families, and the celebration of all this is good about life.

When word of Jonah’s preaching reached the mayor of the city she said, “why does this man come to our city to pester us so?” This is the proclamation she then issued: “Let those who wish, follow this man Jonah, and do as he commands, and give him money as he asks, but there will be no laws passed and no arrests made in his name, for we shall remain a free people and our city a free city, in accordance with what is right and proper of human morality.”

When forty days had passed since Jonah’s arrival, and no calamity befell the city, and in fact nothing of much import happened at all, the people laughed at him, calling him a false prophet and a charlatan, and then again returned to their business and forgot about him.
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But to Jonah this seemed very wrong, and he became angry. He prayed to his god, asking for the destruction of the great city, saying, “why god, do you not strike down these heathens and sinners? Why do you not pass judgement on those who turn your back on you? Why do you not punish all those who disagree with me?”

Jonah went out to the edges of the city and sat down on a park bench and waited to see what would happen to the city. The park was pleasant, with plenty of shade trees to provide relief from the hot day, and Jonah was quite happy about this. Yet he cursed the park when he saw the sign posted there, proclaiming it built by the people of the city and dedicated to their city’s freedom. Despite this he did not move from the shade.

A wise man from the city happened by and upon seeing Jonah asked him why he seemed so distraught. “All I have done is for nothing,” Jonah said. “It would be better for me to die than to live.”

The wise man recognized Jonah as the one who had been preaching about the end of the world for the previous forty days. “You have said many unkind things about my city,” the wise man said. “Is it right for you to be angry at us now?”

“It is,” Jonah said. “And I’m so angry I wish I were dead.”

But the wise man said, “you have been concerned about yourself and your riches, but what have you done that would please any person or god? You enrich yourself by making foolish claims about the end of the world and pray to your god to do cruel things to your enemies. Who did you think would listen to you? Who did you think would not mock you when your arrogance led you to your fall? For those that believed you, I feel pity, but for you, Jonah, you need show some concern for humanity beyond yourself, or else all anyone will ever feel for you is scorn.”

 

 

RUTH
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In the days when right-wing fascists ruled America, there lived a woman named Naomi. She lived in a southern state and was married to a man who was extremely abusive to her and all other people he met, yelling at her, insulting her, and often striking her with his fists and legs. So she left him and fled west, to the coastal states where he would not pursue, for in those times some states had passed laws giving men free rein on how they treated their wives, while other states held husbands to account.

There Naomi was taken in by a woman named Olivia, who helped such people get settled. Naomi met another woman there named Ruth, who was also a refugee. The two fell in love, and after some time, in accordance with the laws of the coastal states, they were married. They lived happily there for several years.

Now in this time, some of the southern states were ruled by wicked men who delighted in passing cruel and vindictive laws. So they made laws making it harder for women to obtain a divorce, and to allow men compensation for divorce, and they made these laws retroactive, so that Naomi found she had many legal problems and was the victim of law suits from her ex-husband.
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When Naomi heard about these difficulties and the legal problems she would face, she prepared to return to the southern states to solve them. But Olivia, her friend who had taken her in as a refugee, said, “do not go back to that wicked land, for if you do you will surely be arrested, and they will seek to ruin you and tie you to this man who abused you so harshly, or else you will surely perish.”

But Naomi said, “I must go back, for if I do not I am ruined, as surely they can sue and levy fines and thereby ruin my credit, and woe to those who gain such black marks.”

Then Naomi said to her wife, Ruth, “remain here, in your own home, and if I should not return, do not mourn me but seek joy where you can and live your life to its fullest.”

Then she kissed her goodbye and they both wept aloud, and Ruth said, “no, I will go back with you to your homeland.”

But Naomi said, “stay here, my love. Why would you come with me? I am going to face naught but pain in my time away, for the place I go is no homeland of mine but a land of wicked people who delight in cruelty. Stay home, my love; I could not bear to have you come and suffer some horrible fate along with me.”

At this they wept aloud again. And Olivia said to them, “come, I will stay with you, Ruth, and help you in your home until Naomi returns.”

Then Olivia hugged Naomi goodbye, but Ruth still clung to her. “Look,” said Naomi, “you will still have our friend here to help you and keep your company until I return. Stay here with her.”

But Ruth replied, “Don’t urge me to leave you or to turn my back from you. Where you go I will go, and where you stay I will stay. Your home will be my home and your life my life. Where you die I will die, and there I will be buried, and I will deal with anyone ever so severely if they try to separate you and me.”

When Naomi realized that Ruth was determined to go with her, she stopped urging her. So the two women went on until they came to the southern states where Naomi had once lived.
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Now Naomi’s ex-husband was a man named Boss, who had a relative who was a man of standing in the community. Through corrupt favors and backroom deals he had arranged for the frivolous law suits and claims against Naomi.

At the first court hearing, Naomi found that previous hearings had already been held without her being informed, and she was told she was in contempt and the rulings had come down against her. The judge informed her that he had found she received too much in the divorce from Boss and must pay him back the amount plus interest. The amount was so great she could not pay, and so the judge sentenced her to debtor’s prison, which the state had just recently established.

Ruth went to visit her wife in prison, and said “what shall we do?”

Naomi said to her, “you should not have come her, for you are in danger. Return home and leave me to my fate.”

At this Ruth wept, but she said, “no, you are only here until we can pay off this debt. I will work and save, and they will have you work in prison as well, and perhaps we can save enough to be reunited and return home together.”

So Ruth went out and entered the job market, yet none would employ her, for they had heard she had arrived with Naomi and did not wish to anger her ex-husband and his powerful relative. Then Ruth went to an orphanage in town, which had become filled because so many parents had been arrested under the vindictive new laws of the state, and the children there were looked down upon for being the spawn of so-called criminals and degenerates. And Ruth found work with meager pay taking care of the orphans, and others were happy to let her have the work, for none wanted to sully themselves with the task.

After that, Ruth spent her time working at the orphanage, and sleeping in its supply room, for she had no other place to stay, and Naomi was given over to the custody of a corporation, as was the law in this state, and put to work in one of their sweat shop, such that both women toiled long hours for little pay and did not see each other for a long while.
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One day Ruth was out buying groceries for the orphans, when she was seen by Naomi’s ex-husband, Boss. He asked the owner of the grocer, “Who does that young woman belong to?”

The grocer replied, “She is the west coast woman who came back with Naomi. She now works to take care of the orphans of all the terrorists and apostates we have expelled.”

So Boss approached Ruth, “Young lady, listen to me. Don’t go and toil with those fallen children and don’t go away from here. Come work for me, and share in my household, and we shall know each other well and I shall keep you at ease.”

At this, she averted her eyes and said, “no thank you”, then quickly left before he could say more.

After that Boss came around the grocer or the orphanage frequently to inquire in on Ruth. He invited her for coffee or for drinks or for dinner, and to come work for him and to enjoy his company, but Ruth always demurred and declined.

Ruth gathered up what money she had saved then, and went to the orphans in her charge, and told them that a evil man might be coming for her. And she told them that if something should happen to her, they should not stay or wait but should run, with the money and whatever else they could carry. At this the orphans cried, for Ruth had been good to them, and they had been on their own since their parents were taken, and they said they would never abandon her. But Ruth made them promise, if anything happened to her, they would leave, and stick together, and go north or west and find a free state not run by evil, cruel men.

Then Ruth visited Naomi again, and told her of the encounters with Boss. Naomi  said, “it is bad for you that he has taken notice, because you might be harmed. Stay far from him, and leave for a while if you can, because his kindness runs only to himself, and he will show nothing but cruelty to you and the orphans and any others in his way, as he has done with me.”
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One night Boss had been making merry and drinking great amounts of spirits. At a late hour he made his way to the orphanage and got inside, and went to the room where Ruth slept. He approached quietly, uncovered the blanket from her feet, and sat down there and stared.

In the middle of the night something startled the woman; she turned, and there was a man staring at her feet! 

“Who are you?” she asked.

“I am your Boss,” he said. “Spread yourself before me, since you are a fallen woman. I can redeem you, my girl, and show you a great kindness.”

Then Ruth was too afraid to speak, and huddled up to hug her legs against herself and appear small.

“Now listen,” Boss said. “If you will do your duty for me, good, it will be well for you. But if you are not willing, as surely as I am a man of faith, I will take what is due me.”

Then Boss forced himself upon her, and though Ruth resisted he was much larger and more powerful. So she lay pinned down while Boss committed rape upon her. Then when he was done a great feeling of shame came over Boss for what he had done. So to assuage this he took a gun he had brought with him and shot Ruth before leaving, such that she bled out on her bed that night and died.
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When Naomi heard the news of the death of her love, she fell into a depression that would not abate, so that she wasted away until she died herself of a broken heart.

Meanwhile, when the orphans found that Ruth had been murdered they remained true to their word. They took the money Ruth had left and searched the orphanage for anything of value. When they did they found Boss had left his wallet behind in his drunken and distraught state, so they took the money from this as well.

The orphans fled to the west, to the coastal states that Ruth was from and that she had told them about. There they met Olivia, who had once taken in Ruth and Naomi when they were refugees, and so now did the same to these orphans. Olivia and her community were all distraught to hear of what had happened to Ruth and Naomi, but they said, “we must go forward, as they would want. They have sent us these teenagers and children, through whom the world is renewed so that they may be redeemed.”

Among the orphans were those who would grow up to be leaders of state, inventors and composers, and many fighters for justice, and all would have great success.

This, then, is how so many great people would come to the free states and rose up after escaping the deprivations of ignorant fools.

 

 


We spent the night at a motel near the Cincinnati Airport, which itself seemed to have been overrun with a sprawling refugee camp. What they were refugees from, and where they hoped to flee to, I had no idea, but they had their own radio station. Kris found it right after we got clear of the bridge checkpoint. It was not clear who exactly was broadcasting. All we heard was a calm woman’s voice talking about camp sections at the end of particular runways that were going to be removed, others that were explicitly allowed to stay, and others that ‘the authorities’ had not mentioned. She kept up a continuous stream of dialogue, without commercial breaks or interruptions, switching between topics without preamble. She talked about places nearby that were still providing food and places to go for cheap medical care.

It was from this broadcast that we learned of a few motels that still had space that night. The unstated implication was that the local motels were filling up, presumably with the refugees who could afford such.

There was a brief discussion between Logan and Kris about the wisdom of trying such a motel. Kris thought that falling in with a mass of refugees would help hide us, while Logan worried that Red Cross trucks would attract too much attention from the refugees themselves. They decided that, since we were rolling in after dark and could take off before dawn, the risk of being mobbed was minimal.

To save on funds we got a single room and crammed as many into it as we could. Logan and Noah slept in their respective trucks, unwilling to leave the vehicles unattended no matter how uncomfortable. I ended up sharing the Beast with Lucas and Crazy Ian, and then got stuck in the front seat, under the logic that the physically smaller Lucas and Ian would better fit in the cramped bed in back. The front seat wasn’t so bad though, since it spun all the way around and I could prop my feet up on the one loose stool and get fairly comfortable, at least for a car seat.

It rained hard all night, but the steady rhythm of falling water helped put me to sleep. When it finally stopped in the pre-dawn hours I think it was the absence of rain that awoke me.

I slipped off into the wet and brisk morning, found my way to a bench just outside the front office of the motel, and under the little light there I sat down and finished reading the little spiral notebook Kris had given me right before we left Fountain Garden.

Along with the fresh smell of the rain and the first lights of morning in the sky, reading this briefly restored my faith in the world. Not that what Kris had written was uplifting, per se, its just that I thought it was good. I sat on the bench, staring off into the lightened sky in the east, and pondered if this was my favorite entry she had given me so far. I decided it was, and for a brief moment I let myself imagine all of us actually arriving out west and the sort of things we might do from there.

Heading back down I found others had risen as well, and everyone was now gathering in our room for a discussion of our more immediate future.

“No, what we want is the two-seventy-five loop, here,” Logan stood next to the near bed, looming over the Fischer brothers and pointing to the road map spread out between them. “We can cross directly into Indiana, then take some of these back roads to reconnect to the seventy-four and resume our original plan from there.”

“Is crossing into Indiana gonna be any easier?” Hannah asked. She stood leaning against the wall next to the window, and as I slipped in I took up a spot crammed between her and the doorway. Scanning around I realized everyone else was present, crowded on beds and thin chairs around this little room, except for Lucas, who I had passed outside watching the sunrise and our vehicles.

“When I was staying with him Ethan thought Indiana was no longer operating its own checkpoints,” Logan said without looking up from the map. “Which we confirmed yesterday at the border.”

“What?” Veronica asked from where she sat on the other bed. “There was a giant checkpoint there that wasn’t even letting anybody through.”

“Technically doesn’t that mean it wasn’t a checkpoint?” Grant said. “More like a road block?”

“It was a checkpoint set up by that New Ohio crew,” Logan said. “Not by the state of Indiana. You notice there was nobody guarding the border beyond those paramilitary guys.”

Veronica stared at him without responding. Sitting next to her, Kris suddenly got to her feet and moved over to join Logan, looming over the road map.

“We need to head through Louisville though,” Kris stared at the map, then pointed. “We could go there, then take this, the sixty-five back up.”

“Why do we need to go through Louisville?” Logan asked.

“Because that’s where Julia’s brother is.”

“Who?”

“The woman who helped us at the checkpoint last night. We promised to help her brother if we could.”

“Wait,” Logan stood up fully, towering over her. “You promised who what where?”

“The woman, the border inspector at the bridge checkpoint, that wouldn’t accept your bribe. I promised to help her brother.”

“I missed something somewhere,” Grant said. “What happened?”

“The border inspector had GTV,” I said. “We used the treatment from the back of the truck on her. That’s why she let us pass.”

“Did it work? I mean, did it cure her?”

Kris shook her head. “I don’t know, but she promised if it did she wouldn’t tell anybody, wouldn’t tell anybody she even had it. But she made me promise to go see her brother, who has it as well, and help him if I could.”

“You promised all that to a woman manning a government checkpoint?” Veronica asked.

“Yeah, I did.”

“She was manning a border checkpoint, run by the state of Kentucky.”

“Yes, I know.”

There was an increasing edge in Veronica’s voice as she continued. “If she had that job it means she’s a Nationalist.”

At first Kris did not respond, before saying, in a quite, gentle tone, “she helped us.”

“Was she helping us when she voted for the people that passed those laws that locked us all in jail?” Grant’s voice rose almost to a shout. His voice was loud enough it had me wondering just how thin the walls were in this cheap motel. Logan seemed to have the same thought, holding up a hand and gesturing for Grant to keep it down.

Other than that nobody had an immediate response, and with the room going quiet it made the shout seem that much louder. We all paused, as if something dramatic was about to happen.

“No,” Kris said in a low voice, “that wasn’t helpful. But she helped us last night, and I told her I’d check on her brother, and that’s what I’m going to do.”

“Is Louisville really that far out of our way?” I stepped forward to stand next to Logan and look at the road map. “Seems like we could get down there, have a chance to refuel, and continue on without hitting any extra checkpoints, right?”

“It’s not how far out of the way it is,” Veronica said, shooting a mean look at me, then passing it around the room. She lowered her voice as she continued, which only made it that much sharper. “It’s that we’d be helping Nationalists.”

Veronica continued to glance around at us, as if asking for support, before at last her eyes met Kris’ gaze.

“We’d be helping people who are sick with a deadly disease,” Kris said.

“They’re Nationalists though.”

“Does that mean they deserve to die?”

“Maybe it does,” Veronica said with sudden resolve. “Maybe it does. Or maybe there’s no other way. They’re trying to kill us, you know. That wasn’t a normal prison we broke out of. Did any of us in there get a trial? Even a show trial? These people, the Nationalists, they haven’t been subtle about it. They talk about liberals and anybody else who opposes them as being mentally ill, as people needing to be cured if possible or otherwise eliminated.”

“You’re claiming self-defense?”

“They are trying to kill us. How would it not be self-defense?”

“Not all of them are trying to kill us though.”

“Yes they are!” Veronica’s voice broke much louder than necessary. “We’re not talking about just I-have-a-different-economic-philosophy conservative types. These are registered, approved, celebrated, dyed-in-the-wool, drank-the-Kool-Aid, expel-the-libs-from-public-life, send-the-fags-to-death-camps, to-the-hilt Nationalists. These are the exact people that put us in that prison.”

“I’m sure Julia and her brother weren’t responsible for that.”

“But they voted for them,” Veronica pointed for emphasis. “When they had a chance to make a difference, they looked at that ballot, and through ignorance or just plain greedy selfishness looked at their options and said ‘yeah, they’ve raped the constitution and started an unnecessary war, but they got me this lousy sweat-shop job, so I’ll vote Nationalist, plus I like the way they arrested all the queers and atheists and liberals.’ These are the kind of people you’re proposing to help.”

In response Kris just stared back, the expression on her face looking blank and pale in the low-light of the room. Yet her eyes carried a heavy look that again had Veronica struggling to maintain eye contact.

“These people aren’t our enemies,” Kris said quietly. “They may not even be Nationalists. They’re not soldiers or special agents or freedom fighters or militiamen or anything else, they’re just people caught up in this chaos . . .”

“No, no, fuck no! No, you do not get to play that ‘do what’s right card.’ If we help these people we’re liable to get caught, get arrested, end up in prison, and all those supplies meant for the Resistance, for the people who might have made a difference, they get confiscated, and what the fuck good does that do us? We shouldn’t be guided by goodness and virtue to the point of stupidity.”

There was a moment of quiet before Kris resumed, still talking much slower than her interlocutor. “They are just people caught up in the chaos. When everything settles and all the combatants have killed each other these will be the people left, and they’ll remember what we did here and now.”

“Do we care? Do we give a fuck if these people remember us or hate us or anything? They’re still Nationalists, which you don’t get to just excuse. When the chips were down these people put their own petty grudges over freedom and justice and the lives of so many others. They’re idiots at best.”

“That may be true, they may be idiots. I think we should help them anyway.”

“Ugh.” Veronica threw up her arms, then ran her hands threw her hair and flopped backwards to lie out on the bed. “Kris, why are you defending these people?” she asked while staring up at the ceiling. “They’re literally trying to kill us.”

“Most of them are not literally trying to kill anybody.”

“If they voted for the Nationalists they’re literally trying to kill us,” Crazy Ian said. He was sitting on the dresser next to the room’s television, arms folded, staring down at the floor and speaking slowly. “It’s their literal agenda, ridding the country of the liberal mental disease.”

“You don’t think some of them might have voted for the Nationalists for other reasons?”

“Or maybe just registered with them to get a job,” I said, having once considered going down that path myself.

“At one time maybe some of them had that excuse,” Ian said. “But somewhere between starting a global war and the mass arrests and disappearance of people without trial I’d say they became culpable.”

“Exactly,” Grant sat up where he sat on the other bed and pointed to emphasize Ian’s point. “The Nationalist aren’t just a normal political party you can reasonably disagree with. Supporting them is a moral failing.”

“So they deserve to die,” Kris said, half as a question.

“I can’t say what anyone deserves,” Crazy Ian said, “but I don’t think we’re obligated to help people who actively want to hurt us.”

“Are you sure about that?”

With this question Ian at last looked up to make eye contact with Kris. The tension in their locked stare seemed to raise the temperature in the room, such that I took an involuntary step back toward the outer wall.

“No,” Ian said at last, looking away again. “No, I’m not sure. But I can say, if a Nationalist dies, I’m not going to feel bad about it.”

“So if someone is dying, and you had the chance to save them, you’d first want to know their moral failings?”

At first there was no reply to this, just Kris with her focused, expectant stare, and everyone else trying to hold her gaze, only to ultimately look away.

“You know, Kris,” Crazy Ian said at length. “I thought you were supposed to be an atheist. You sure put a lot of stock in good deeds.”

“There’s no better reason than atheism for doing good deeds.”

“What?”

“Ian, do you want the world to suck?”

“What?”

“Do you?”

“Of course not.”

“Then what? Are you gonna wait for God to do something about it?”

“God wants us to do good.”

“Then why aren’t you doing it?”

Ian slouched and stared at his hands. “Look, even if I agree with you on that, what you’re proposing involves putting our trust in some people we don’t know at all, or have even ever met.”

“Does God not want us to have a little faith?”

“Not blindly.”

“I think that’s exactly what God asks. He could appear before us right now if He didn’t want faith to be blind.”

“Now you’re just twisting words.”

“I’m speaking the plain truth. If God wants us to do good than helping these people is exactly what we should be doing. But if God doesn’t exist, and nobody has any good reason to think it does, than the only way for the world to ever get better is for us to be the change we wish to see.”

“You’re quoting Gandhi now?”

“Am I wrong to? Do you not think that applies to us?”

Ian kept staring at her blankly but did not reply.

“If we act like shitty people, then the world will always have some shitty people in it, and those shitty people will be us,” Kris said. “I don’t want to live in a world where nobody trusts anybody else and those who got lucky enough to stumble on an armored truck take their treasure and abandon everyone in their wake for the vague promise of something better. I put my trust in Julia at the checkpoint because I had to, but also because she maybe had reason to think she owed us. I made a promise to her, and that means something, whether she’s a Nationalist or not. So now I’m going to go help her brother. Or at least try, even if I have to walk there by myself while the rest of you ditch me.”

“I’ll go with you,” I said right away, then felt a little embarrassed for how rushed the statement had been. “I mean, if everyone else is gonna head off.” Kris slowly turned to stare at me, morning light spilling in from the window not quite catching her face, leaving her eyes looking shrouded and mysterious.

Her lack of response had me feeling like I should continue. “We could probably find a train or bus or something, if we get dropped off at the airport, we could get to Louisville that way.”

“No, that won’t be necessary,” Hannah said, lightly touching me on the shoulder. “We’ll go with you too. Right?” she added to her husband.

“Definitely,” he said. “We can take our truck and some of the GTV medicine, let everyone else head off in the other vehicles.”

“I like that,” Noah nodded along as his brother spoke. “Afterwards we can catch up with y’all.”

“Or maybe it’s like everyone fears,” Brandon said, “and they turn us in, but the rest of y’all will be hundreds of miles away by then. Like when Greg took money from the bank yesterday. They catch us in Louisville, they’ll think you guys went a different way, throw off the trail.”

“Are you guys really willing to do that?” Veronica asked. “All just to help some Nationalist flukey?”

“So guys, about that,” Hannah stepped forward next to Kris. “I’ve been wondering. Maybe I missed something, but do we know for sure this guy is a Nationalist? Just because his sister is probably one doesn’t mean he is, right?”

Kris stared intently at Hannah for a few seconds, then slowly turned back to the other escaped prisoners. None of them said anything.

“Would that make a difference?” Kris asked.

They all hesitated to respond. “Honestly,” Grant said, “it might.”

“No, it doesn’t,” Logan said, folding his arms and setting a defiant look on his face as everyone turned his way.

“You don’t think we should help him regardless?” Kris asked.

“No, I don’t. Not because of the politics or the morality or any of that, but just practically speaking. We help one person, that checkpoint inspector, maybe she keeps the secret, maybe not, maybe she keeps it just long enough for us to get out of here. Now we help a second person, we’re hoping someone else keeps the secret.”

“Does it have to stay a secret?”

“If we want to survive, yes it does. Word gets out that we have a cure for this new disease that’s got everybody all frightened out of their minds, all of them will come looking for us. We’ll be mobbed like we almost were on the freeway back in to Cincinnati.”

Logan paused for a deep breath. “That’s a best case too. Assume this guy is a Nationalist. What if he finds out who we are and the other stuff we’re transporting, and where we’re transporting it to?”

“That’s true,” Ian said. “Even if they don’t find out about anything else, they’re gonna be suspicious how some random Red Cross workers got a hold of a cure for this incurable war virus.”

“Julia found out we could treat her,” Kris said, “and she didn’t turn us in.”

“Do we know for sure she didn’t?” Logan asked.

“She had us stopped at the checkpoint. She could have shut it down and had dozens of state troopers ransacking our trucks if she wanted, but she didn’t.”

“She still could have rolled on us after we left.”

“Why do that?” I asked. “Why let us go just to turn us in later?”

“Maybe she won’t have a choice. If someone reviews the logs or video tapes or something, she might have to answer to who we were.”

“Wouldn’t she cover for us then in order to cover for herself?”

I was asking these questions of Logan out of a sense of honestly not following his logic. I realized though that he was not following it either. He stared into space past me without responding.

“At least she was probably suspicious of us, right?” Veronica said.

“She definitely was,” Kris said, “but more than that she was happy somebody could do something for her.”

“Promise of hope can get ya pretty far,” Noah smiled and nodded.

“Too true,” his brother nodded. “Same goes for this guy, if we help him. He’s not gonna be thinking about turning us in, he’s gonna be thinking how grateful he is to get cured.”

“You would think,” Hannah said, “having a Nationalist who owed us his life would maybe be kinda useful. Assuming he is a Nationalist.”

“His sister already owes us,” Brandon said. “We’d be walking in there with some good will for that.”

“You guys are serious about this?” Logan asked.

“I am,” Kris said definitively. “If anyone else wants to come with me that’s fine.”

“It sounds like we have a plan,” I said. “We’ll go with Kris in the pickup. You four can take the armored truck and move on, and we can go ask Lucas whichever way he wants.”

“Fucking lord,” Logan threw up his hands and turned away, stomping his feet as he moved over to the wall next to the television, looking like he was about to punch something. Instead he turned back to face Kris. “Fine, we’ll go to Louisville.”

“You’ll come with us?” Kris asked.

“Yes. Yes, god damn it.”

“Wait, you’re okay with this now?” Veronica asked.

“No. No, I’m not, I think it’s insane. But,” Logan looked at her, looked at Kris, looked away into space. “I didn’t come this far to run while better people do the right thing. We’ll go to freakin’ Louisville and help this Nationalist stooge’s brother.” He took a step toward Kris, bringing himself to tower right in front of her. “But we’re playing it safe. You and a couple others will be the only ones that actually go to this house. This is a house we’re going to, right?”

“Yeah, I’ve got the address.”

“Okay, so just a few of you will go. These people never even see the armored truck. Or the Beast. We’ll park them somewhere else, ready to move. Shit goes down for you guys the rest of us cut and run. You’re on your own.”

“That’s fair,” I said.

“You’re serious about this?” Veronica asked again of Logan.

“Yes. Yes.” He again seemed about to punch something in frustration. “I don’t know what the point is of helping people out west if it means breaking promises here. So yes, I’m going, with the armored truck. You guys can come, or if Lucas doesn’t want to join us you can head off with him. Or we’ll drop you off at the airport and you can go from there if you want. But I’m going with Kris, I’m doing the right thing, and I’m hoping I don’t live to regret it.”

*     *     *

All of us were feeling good about the lack of checkpoints along the route to Louisville. It was another dreary day as we drove down the Ohio Valley, passing farmland and several Walmarts that were now the centers of sprawling ad hoc communities. As we entered the outskirts of the city the landscape gave way to more conventional suburbs and signs advising of the upcoming special economic zone entrance checkpoint at the highway interchange.

Without any type of mobiles or GPS tracking turned on we were forced to navigate using the paper road atlas the Fischers had. Hannah sat up front, holding this up while her husband leaned in through the small window in the back of the cab, both of them competing to call directions to Noah. I sat midway back in the cargo bed with Kris, assault rifle held propped up some to be within view.

When we exited the highway we turned off at a little park. The other vehicles pulled up around us and rolled down their windows. “We’ll wait here,” Lucas called out.

“You’ve got two hours,” Logan added. “After that we’re assuming you got nabbed and bailing.”

From there we continued on, into some pleasant, tree-lined neighborhoods. The houses and cul-de-sacs looked similar to what I imagine Fountain Gardens had once been. This was a place of conventional grass yards and flower gardens and unmodified garages. The uniformity of design, everything being used for its intended purpose, nothing crudely modified, was jarring after spending the last week in quirky little places. It also meant our rusted old pickup was out of place parked in front of the Alfa residence.

At their suggestion the brothers waited behind while Kris, Hannah, and I went up to the front door. I left my rifles in the truck, though I was wearing a camo-pattern vest and body armor. Hannah and I also carried one of the coolers from the armored truck and a general first aid kit. We flanked Kris, trying to look business-like and nondescript while she rang the door bell.

It took some time, during which we wondered if anybody was home, before the door was answered. A young woman, kind of frumpy looking, with dirty blonde hair and porcelain skin, stood in the doorway and stared at us with a bewildered expression.

“Hi,” Kris said in the plainest voice I could imagine. “So, you don’t know us, but we’re friends of Julia. Jake’s sister. She said she was going to let you know we were coming.”

The woman did not react at first. I felt the awkwardness of the pause settle in but restrained myself from speaking, resolved to let Kris handle it. Kris maintained that resolute stare of hers without saying more.

“Oh,” the woman said. “Oh, yes, she did mention something about that.”

There was another pause. “Did she mention why we would be coming by?”

“Uh, yes, she did. I didn’t know whether to believe it.”

“I trust this is the home of Jake Alfa then?”

“Yes it is.”

“Okay, good. I’m Kris, by the way,” she offered her hand.

“Oh, oh, I’m sorry. I’m Charlotte. I’m, uh, Jake’s daughter. I guess, um, why don’t you come in.”

She beckoned us into the entryway of an expansive house. It was all clean and tidy in a way that made me feel grubby and reluctant to go further in and mess up the decor with my mere presence. That it even had something that could be called decor made it seem a different world from any place I’d been the past few years.

“We understand Jake is very sick,” Kris said as Charlotte closed the door behind us.

“He’s,” she hesitated as she walked toward the kitchen, not turning back to us. “Yes. Come in. Can I get you anything?”

We followed her into the kitchen, as white and gleaming as I expected. Kris stood at the island counter in its center, Hannah and I remaining just behind her, still aiming for a silent and professional vibe.

“Would you mind if we took a look at him?” Kris kept her voice low and her tone even.

“I, um, are you really a doctor?”

“Yes I am.”

“Do you really have a cure for this, whatever, epitosis?”

I’m sure I had a surprised look on my face, not having heard this word before. Kris did not miss a beat though. “What symptoms does he have?”

“He’s,” she took a deep breath, “his skin is all red and blistered, and um . . .”

She was staring at the ground as she trailed off.

“Why don’t you let us take a look at him?”

“Who are, um, who are these two?”

“These are my assistants, Greg and Hannah.”

“Are you guys doctors too?”

“They’re volunteers. Greg was an Army medic. We’re with the Red Cross.”

“Are you really?” She asked this question with a sudden shift in tone, a dark edge entering her voice.

“We have a red cross on our truck,” Hannah answered, “and we have the cure for your father. Do you care about anything else?”

She stared, evaluating us for the first time. I endeavored to remain neutral and stoic, holding the cooler under my left arm, my right hovering near my concealed pistol.

“What did Julia do that you owe her this?”

“She was kind to us without expectation of anything in return,” Kris said. “We insisted upon coming here.”

Charlotte stared a little longer, this time evaluating Kris, before at last nodding and turning away. She led us upstairs to the master bedroom.

In the bed we found Jake. At first I thought he might already be dead, until I noticed the shallow breathing. His exposed face and hands were flushed red and swollen in a gross, asymmetric way. His head had only a few random tufts of hair that looked worse than just being bald.

“He’s at an advanced stage,” Kris said. “We’ll need a few minutes.”

Charlotte was reticent to leave. Hannah, passing off the medical kit to me, stepped over to her, put an arm around her shoulders, and gently guided her out, closing the door behind her.

I stood there and assisted Kris as she went to work. I took his temperature and blood pressure and heartbeat. She tried asking him some things but he seemed unconscious, and nothing she did roused him. She opened the all-important cooler and took out the big sheath of paperwork.

For a long time Kris stood over the bed, squinting at the pages. I turned on a light for her but she did not seem to notice. The amount of time she spent reading, flipping back and forth, double checking the patient or the contents of the cooler, wore at my confidence.

At last Kris got out a needle, drew out something from one of the vials, and gave Jake an injection. I started to ask if I should do anything, but she just waved me off. She gave him two more injections, then led the way back downstairs.

We found Hannah and Charlotte at the kitchen counter, talking. Our hostess looked up at Kris, her look asking a question that Kris declined to answer, instead just taking a seat.

It fell to Hannah to ask, “will he make it?”

“I’m not sure. We’ll know more tomorrow.”

“Is there anything else we can do?”

“That depends on how he is tomorrow.” She sighed. “If the swelling and fever go down we can give him the second stage injection.”

“What if they don’t?” Charlotte asked.

Kris paused, looking up to meet Charlotte’s stare head on. Slowly Kris brought a hand up, sliding it across the counter toward our hostess. “I’m sorry. He’s at a very advanced stage.” As tears started to well up in Charlotte’s eyes she looked away, toward the back patio. “There just isn’t a lot of data on people at this stage. I’m not sure how he’ll respond to the treatment.”

Without looking up Charlotte reached out and took Kris’ offered hand. She started to nod, slowly, then more vigorously, even as tears poured down her cheeks. “I understand,” she managed to say. “Thank you.”

“If his condition doesn’t change we can try the injection again tomorrow.”

Charlotte took back her hand and wiped away some of her tears. “Thank you. It’s,” she sniffled, “it’s more than I could have hoped for.”

“Hey, we don’t know anything yet,” Hannah said. “He might respond well, start improving, right?”

“If everything works the way it’s suppose to, then yes,” Kris said.

“Assuming that does happen, how long until we can give him the third stage injection?”

“That was the third stage injection I gave him just now. They’re named for the stages of the disease. At least, the documented stages, there’s still a lot unknown about it.”

“How can they not know though?” Hannah asked. “Isn’t this like a genetically engineered bacteria that got loose? Shouldn’t they have, you know, shouldn’t they know all about what it does?”

“It’s a virus, actually,” Kris said, “and I don’t know anything about where it came from.”

“But the people who created this cure, this treatment,” Hannah gestured, “they know where it came from, right?”

Kris glanced down and shook her head. “I don’t really know anything about the people who made the treatment.”

“How do you know it works at all then?” Charlotte asked, her voice sounding like it might crack under a compression of hope and despair

“Well,” Kris looked back to her, “have you contacted your Aunt Julia this morning? Seen how she’s doing?”

“She messaged me this morning about you guys coming.” Charlotte paused, reached across the kitchen counter, and grabbed her mobile. She held this in her hands, staring at it without doing anything with it. “She said you’d helped her, cured her GTV, and that you were coming to help dad. She said you were probably with the Red Cross and had a cure.”

Charlotte took a deep breath, then looked up and about at the three of us. “Are you guys really with the Red Cross?”

I was about to reply with the same emphatic answer I had given Julia the night before, but Kris responded even quicker. “Does it matter if we are or not?”

“I guess it doesn’t.” She hesitated, looking away out the window, where the rain had resumed coming down hard. “If you’re not than you’re not. If this really helps than I’ll,” she started to choke up again, pausing to catch herself. “I’ll be forever in your debt.”

Kris again reach across the table as Charlotte started to break down. She stared at her mobile in her lap, frozen like that, then at last managed to take a hand and wipe away a tear. “I’m sorry. I just,” she sniffled and looked up. “If you’re going to be treating my father, I think I have a right to know.”

“A right to know?” Kris asked.

“Who you really are?”

“Do you think we’re some kind of rogue healthcare gang?”

“Or some kind of criminals?” Hannah asked.

Charlotte gave a little smile at Kris’ comment. “Honestly, I think you’re with those separatists out west and in New England.”

Rather than reply Hannah turned to Kris. I had set down the medical kit on the counter and my hand again hovered near my pistol as if I would actually do anything with it.

“We’re traveling west,” Kris said. “We’re not with any separatist group, but we do have some links to people out there we’re trying to help.”

“You’re separatists,” Charlotte said matter-of-factly.

“We’re people trying to do the right thing.”

“You plan to call the authorities?” Hannah asked. “Report us?”

“You definitely could,” Kris said. “We do not at all have our paperwork in order. I can’t prove I’m qualified to treat your father. Unless of course you take your aunt vouching for us as good enough.”

Even as Kris was speaking Charlotte was shaking her head. “No. No, I’m not going to report you. Not that you have any reason to believe me.”

“You have no reason to believe us, about curing your father,” Kris said. “Yet here we are.”

“There was a time I wouldn’t have hesitated to turn in someone I thought was helping the separatists. First chance I got. Now I’m not even sure dad would turn you in. Even if you weren’t here to help him, I don’t think we would turn you in.”

“I take it Jake is a Nationalist supporter.”

“We’re both still registered. Not active much. Between you and me I didn’t even vote for the Nationalists in the last election, even though it might have cost me my job.”

Hannah’s eyes perked up. “Really? I’ve heard that can cost you more than your job. How did you get away with it?”

Charlotte looked perplexed for a second. “Oh, Kentucky still has a secret ballot.” She paused, then cracked a smile. “I mean, you might think Kentucky is backwards, but it’s not like we’re Mississippi or something.”

“In that case why would it cost you you’re job?”

“I work for the city. Technically both of us do.”

“In what capacity?”

“Dad is a lawyer, but his firm is on retainer with the city. I work at the Bureau of Revenue.”

“You’re a tax collector.”

“I’m just a clerk.” She laughed. “But yeah, kinda.”

“So you have to be a Nationalist to get that job?” Kris asked.

“You don’t have to be, officially. But it’s encouraged to hire, you know, real Americans.”

“Were you worried they would find out?”

“I was more worried the Nationalists wouldn’t win. Not that there was any chance the Democrats would win, but if the libertarian or constitution party candidate had become governor he’d probably have replaced everyone in the office with his own people.”

“Everyone? Even clerks?”

“Not right away, but eventually we’d all be shuffled out. That’s what I think would happen. Maybe they wouldn’t be into the spoils system the way the Nationalists are.”

“Yet you still voted against them,” Kris said.

“I did. They’re not exactly doing right by us, don’t you think.”

Kris pulled back her hand and sat up, looking around the impeccable house. “It seems like you’re doing well. Nice house in a nice neighborhood. Two car garage.”

“And my father dying of a war virus my country unleashed.”

“Why do you think the U.S. created this virus?”

“Well all the news streams say it was the Russians, which it could have been, but,” she sighed, “I don’t know. They said the war was over two years ago but here we are still fighting. I don’t know what to believe anymore.”

“Your dad’s job does at least provide you medical insurance though, right? If you don’t mind me asking,” Kris leaned forward on to the counter, “why isn’t Jake in the hospital?”

She paused here, staring at the counter top. “They’re not accepting patients with epitosis.”

“Not accepting them?” Kris asked.

“Un-huh. Insurance doesn’t cover it. We can’t afford to pay a long-term hospital bill.”

“Insurance doesn’t cover it?”

“Yeah. It’s,” she sighed again. “I don’t know, you know how insurance is.”

“So they just turned him away?”

“I was able to pay for a few nights in the hospital myself, but he didn’t get any better, so what else was I gonna do? I brought him home.”

“But,” Kris leaned forward, “he was dying. The hospital just kicked him out when he couldn’t pay?”

“That’s,” Charlotte wiped a tear from her eye. “Yeah, that’s what they do.”

“I thought they had to accept you if you were dying.”

“In some states. We’re not Mississippi but, ya know, we’re trying.”

All of us fell silent. The question preying on my own mind seemed far less pressing after this traumatizing discussion. I held back asking, but the silence just dragged, and finally I decided to speak.

“So, uh, does this mean we’re staying here awhile?”

“I’d like to do whatever we can for Jake,” Kris said. “If Charlotte will let us, that is.”

“Wait,” Charlotte furrowed her brow, “you want to stay here?”

“If you’ll have us. I can monitor your father. If you prefer though we can set up nearby somewhere.”

“No, no you can stay.” Her gaze met Kris’, then Charlotte looked away. “You can stay. But whatever you guys are doing, I just, I don’t want to be involved in it. Just,” She held out her hands for lack of words.

“We understand.”

“Um, so,” I said, my original question still weighing on me. “Exactly how long are we gonna need to stay for?”

“It depends on how Jake does,” Kris watched Charlotte as she spoke, then turned to me. “Could be a few days or a week. Maybe longer.”

“In that case, maybe we should discuss with, um, the rest of our team.”

“How many people do you have?” Charlotte asked.

“Five of us,” Hannah was quick to answer. “My husband and his brother are waiting out in the car.”

“Hmm. The place might be crowded with five extra people.”

I glanced around at the spacious room we stood in but said nothing.

“We’ll talk it over with the boys,” Hannah said, “see what we can figure out.”

Charlotte looked at her, another perplexed look settling onto her expression. “Wait, are you really talking about staying here for a week, just to, ya know, just to take care of my father? Not that I don’t appreciate it,” she quickly added, holding out her open hands. “That’s just, it seems like a lot to ask.”

“We’ll take it one day at a time,” Kris said. “Let us go talk to the rest of our team, maybe we’ll scout around and see if there’s someplace else we can set up for a while nearby.”

*     *     *

Back at the Beast the discussion became a lot more animated.

“Are you kidding me?” Veronica said. “You want to stay here a week?”

“That’s the best estimate of how long it’ll take to administer the full treatment,” Kris said.

“What happens if we don’t administer the full treatment?” Lucas asked.

“I don’t know. The documents just said it has three stages and to give the injection corresponding to each stage progressively, at intervals determined by the remission rate. They said the disease would regress through its stages.”

All of us were gathered in the crowded vehicle. I was standing at the front, near Kris. I watched her throughout, her eyes downcast, never looking up as she spoke. Grant, sitting in the front passenger seat, sighed aloud, summing up how we all felt.

“What would you have us do, Veronica,” Brandon asked. “The full treatment takes days.”

“I think we should get out of here. Right now.”

“But then this ’ll have been pointless,” his wife said. “We’ll have come here for nothing.”

“We don’t know that. Maybe he’ll get better.”

“Or at least he might not die,” Crazy Ian said.

“That’s right,” Veronica’s voice rose and she gestured for emphasis. “We’ve already done what we could, we’ve already fulfilled our promise to that checkpoint inspector. Let’s get out of here before she calls the cops.”

“If she’s really a Nationalist sympathizer,” Grant said, “she’s probably called the cops already.”

“You really think she’d call the police on us?” Lucas asked me.

“No, I didn’t get that impression.”

“Didn’t you say though that she was suspicious?” Grant asked. “She realized right away that we were part of the Resistance.”

“She suspected,” Hannah said. “We were circumspect about it. Sounded like she’s pretty disillusioned with the Nationalist party, especially after what’s happened to her father.”

“Was she?” Veronica said accusingly. “Or was that just an act when she realized who you were, just to put you off until she could call the cops as soon as you were out of the room?”

“Now you’re just being paranoid.”

“We have to be paranoid, that’s how . . .”

Veronica was cut off by Kris, talking at the same time but in a stronger voice. “She was distraught about her father.” Kris stared down Veronica, making sure she had fallen silent before continuing. “She wasn’t being duplicitous, she was an emotional wreck. She had already accepted her father was going to die and she was struggling with whether to let herself believe that a miracle might have occurred. She’s not going to call any cops to turn in her miracle workers.”

Everyone fell silent after this, passing some uncomfortable stares around.

“So Kris,” Crazy Ian said, leaning against the little kitchenette set of the RV and folding his arms, his stare wandering into space as he thought aloud. “You say the disease regresses in stages, and you give different treatments as it does?”

“That’s what the documentation says.”

“Are the treatments hard to administer? Where I’m going with this, if we left some of the medicine, drugs, whatever they are, and instructions here, could this lady take care of her father by herself?”

“The treatments are just injections. Judging when to administer them does require some basic diagnostics. We’d have to leave her a medical kit from the truck as well.”

“We could do this though,” Grant said. “She could handle it, and she would understand, right? That we had to move on, but we’d have done everything we could for her.”

“If there are any complications,” Kris said with a sigh, “I don’t think she could handle that. But otherwise, yes, I could show her what to do and what to look for.”

“You have reservations?” Hannah asked her.

“I just don’t like the idea of abandoning a patient who really should be under twenty-four hour care.”

“We’d have done our part though,” Veronica said. “We helped him as much as we could, but we had to move on, and as long as there are no complications she should be able to handle it and he’ll be fine, right?”

Kris looked forlorn, but nodded. “I would at least want to stay through tomorrow. His odds go way up if he survives through the night.”

“That sounds like a reasonable plan,” Crazy Ian said. “You can take this afternoon to show this lady what she’ll need to know, and we’ll camp out here until tomorrow.”

“Mmmm, no,” Logan said. He had been sitting in the back, on the couch that folded out into a bed. Now he stood up and stepped forward to stand beneath the skylight, reaching up to brace his hands on its lip as he surveyed the group. “I think we should stay.”

“What?” Veronica stared up at him, incredulous. “You of all people think we should stay?”

“Until this guy is cured, or dies. The whole week or whatever.”

“You said we should have never come here at all earlier.”

“I know what I said, but that was before we came here. At this point staying is in our best interest.”

“What?”

“It’s like Kris said, she’s not calling the cops on her miracle workers, not as long as her father is alive.”

“If we leave her with instructions though,” Crazy Ian said, “we could get out of here. If her father dies and she decides to turn on us we can be long gone from here.”

Logan shook his head even as Crazy Ian spoke. “Are we sure about that? If we leave what’s holding her back from reporting us immediately. Especially if there’s reward money, and as I hear it there is at least something for information leading to the arrest of Resistance sympathizers.”

“I don’t think she’s the type of person to turn us in after we helped her,” Kris said.

“I hope you’re right, but hope isn’t a plan. If we leave her with the treatment, there’s nothing constraining her. She can keep the treatment and use it on her dad, whether it works or not is unaffected by what happens to us. She has every incentive at that point to report us.”

“Why wouldn’t she just do that if we stay?” Grant asked.

“Because then it’s us, it’s Kris, who is taking care of her dad. Consider the alternatives. We bail now or we don’t. Her father dies eventually or he doesn’t. If we leave and her father dies she’s liable to do anything, including report us to the GSA. We’ll be gone from here but they’ll be on our trail, they’ll know we passed through Louisville. If we stay and he dies we’re at least here to comfort her, convince her or,” he paused, glanced away, “otherwise stop her from reporting us. If we bail and he lives we missed the chance for some gratitude and maybe a favor or something. The risk-reward evaluation says we should stay.”

“What about if we stay and she turns us in anyway?” Lucas asked. “Or if she’s reported us already?”

Again Logan was shaking his head before Lucas even finished. “She won’t do anything until her father is dead. Or cured. Like Kris said, the hospitals won’t take him, so as long as we control the treatment we’re her only ticket to saving him. That’s why we can’t just leave some medicine with her and bail. As long as we’re here, handling things, then reporting us means the GSA swoops in, collects us and the cure, and that reward money buys her nothing.”

“That’s,” Hannah started, then paused to consider. “That’s very practical of you.”

“That’s just the situation we’re in now.”

“Should we still keep it hidden just how many of us there are?” Crazy Ian asked.

“Definitely. That just seems prudent. Those she already knows about can stay at her place. The rest of us should find a campground or RV park around here where we can squat.”

“If we’re going to be camping around here for a few days,” Lucas said, “let’s save some trips and hit some superstore right now to load up on supplies.”

“I’d like to get some things too,” Kris said. “Medical supplies that weren’t in the truck.”

“Is this stuff we can find in a regular store?” Logan asked.

“I’ll make do.”

“Okay, let’s get rolling then.”

It had stopped raining outside as we disembarked from the Beast to get back in our respective vehicles. As I was stepping toward the pickup, Logan stopped me and pulled me aside. He kept a grip on my arm as he leaned in to speak in a gruff whisper.

“Greg,” he said. “While we’re doing this, I need you to be my man on the scene over there.”

I responded with nothing but a confused stare.

“Kris trusts this lady, this Nationalist, and I trust Kris, but if the situation changes things could go sideways on us really quickly. I need you to be on the lookout. If something happens, you may have to stop her from reporting us to the authorities. You understand?”

I continued to stare blankly, but then gave him a concise nod.

His grip on my arm tightened and he pulled me in a little closer, dropping his voice even more. “Whatever it takes. You understand me? If it comes down to it, if she’s going to do something, if she’s going to report us, you need to do whatever it takes to stop her. Are we clear?”

It occurred to me that, if Charlotte did decide to report us, she could do so clandestinely, in some private room late at night, without any of us ever knowing. I was not at all sure just what scenario Logan envisioned for me to watch out for, but I again gave a single nod.

“I got it,” I said.

Logan nodded back, then leaned away and spoke in a lighter tone. “One other thing. You still have your mobile?”

“It’s battery is dead.”

“Can you charge it?”

“I assume I can at the Alfa household.”

“You still have service?”

I paused to consider this. “It’s on auto-pay. I assume so.”

“Have it charged and ready. You have Lucas’ number, right?”

“Pretty sure I do. And yours.”

“Cool. Okay, have it ready. If shit goes down, we’ll be relying on you to relay the message, let us know it’s time to clear out. Can you do that?”

“I will definitely do that,” I said.

He nodded and took a deep breath. Around us a light drizzle started to pick up again. Logan looked off into the haze of the rain, staring, then clapped me on the shoulder and without a further word headed to climb aboard the armored truck.

 

 


 

 

 

 

 

Lamentations
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How deserted lies the city, once so full of people! She who was queen among the provinces has now become destitute. Bitterly she weeps at night, tears are on her cheeks. Among all her lovers there is no one to comfort her. All her friends have disowned her; they have become her enemies.

After affliction and harsh mistakes, America has gone into decline. She dwells among fools; she finds no resting place. All who secretly hate her have torn her down from within in the midst of her distress. The roads to freedom mourn, for no one comes to her aide. All her lands are desolate, her people grieve, and she is in bitter anguish. Her masters have become her foes and her enemies are at ease. Her children have gone into exile, or else are captives of her destroyers. All the splendor has departed from these United States.

In the days of her affliction America remembers all the treasures that were hers in days of old. When her government fell into the hands of saboteurs, there was no one to help. Her enemies looked at her and laughed at her destruction. She did not consider her future, and now her fall is astounding; her desolation complete. The enemy laid hands on all her treasures; she saw fascists enter her government. All her people groan as they search for justice; they barter away their treasures to keep themselves alive.

This is why I weep and my eyes overflow with tears. No one is near to comfort me, no one to restore my spirit. My children are destitute because the fascists have prevailed.

 

2

How a dark cloud covers all of America. Fools have hurled down its splendor and torn down its strongholds. In hatred born of ignorance the foolish have cut off their own hands and burned their own homes. The fools that rule America are worse than an enemy. They pour derision on the freedoms she stands for and take aim at the beating heart of liberty.

Mourning and lamentation multiple across the land, once a garden now laid waste. The foolish and selfish of America have forgotten her constitution and her laws; in ignorance they have spurned freedom and justice. The people of America sit on the ground in silence and suffer; those that speak up are stuffed away never to be seen again. All have bowed their heads to the ground in fear.

My eyes fail from weeping, I am in torment within; my heart is poured out on the ground because my people are destroyed, because children and infants faint in the streets.

What can I say for you? With what can I compare you, those who have known freedom? To what can I liken you, that I may comfort you? Your wound is as deep as the sea. Who can heal you?

The visions of your religious leaders were false and worthless; they told you nothing but myths and left your ignorance exposed. The prophecies they gave you were false and irrational.

All who pass your way laugh at you; they scoff and shake their heads at America: “Is this the place that was called land of opportunity, the home of the brave?” 

The enemies of democracy open their mouths wide against you; they scoff and gnash their teeth and say, “we have dragged them down to our level. This is the day we have waited for; we have lived to see it.”
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I have seen affliction by the hand of my own people. They have driven me away and made me walk in darkness; indeed, they have turned their hand against me again and again. They have flayed my skin and broken my bones. They have besieged me and surrounded me with bitterness and hardship. They have made me dwell in darkness like those long dead. They have walled me in so I cannot escape; they have weighed me down with chains. They have barred my way with blocks of stone and made my paths crooked. Like a bandit lying in wait, they dragged me from the path and mangled me and left me to die.

I was the laughingstock of these cruel people; they mock me all day long. I have been deprived of peace; I have forgotten what prosperity is. All I remember are my afflictions and my wanderings, the bitterness and the gall.

Streams of tears flow from my eyes because my people are destroyed. What I see brings grief to my soul because of all the people of my country. Those who were my enemies without cause hunted me like a bird. They tried to end my life in a pit and threw stones at me; the waters closed over my head, and I thought I was about to perish.

Yet this I call to mind and therefore I have hope: because independence is inherit in human nature, the thirst for freedom never fails. It is new every morning. Hope is eternal; therefore I will wait.

I did not choose the times I live in, but how I bear my burden can choose the times tomorrow. We shall sit alone in silence and wait for our opportunity. We shall bury our faces in the dust until the clouds lift. We shall be at the mercy of those who would strike us, but we shall not let them fill us with disgrace, for nothing can last forever.

To crush underfoot all prisoners in the land, to deny people their rights, to deprive them of justice, these are the ends of the fascists. They have covered themselves with anger and pursued us; they have slain without pity. They have brought this dark cloud upon our land. They have made us scum and refuse.

So how many will see these fascists and think them righteous? Those with eyes to see know the wrongs done to us. They see the depths of our enemies cruesly. They have heard the insults, all the plots against us, what our enemies whisper and mutter against us all day long. Look at them! Sitting or standing, they mock me in their songs. What righteous person can witness such and not long to cast down such fascists and pay them back what they deserve? How many see the cruelty of our foes and resolve to curse them and put a veil over their hearts?

Though we live in grief, we do so not alone. Our love and compassion for each other must buffer us against those who willingly bring affliction and grief on everyone.

Chaos rules so much of the universe, and both calamities and good things can come from luck. Why should we complain when fortune turns against us? Let us steel our selves for a time when fortune turns upon our enemies as well.

 

4

How the gold has lost its luster, the polished chrome become dull! How precious freedoms, worth more than life, have been traded for trinkets that crumble to dust in our hands. The warnings we all saw were ignored, my people sticking their heads in the sand. Those who once ate delicacies are destitute in the streets. Those brought up in the lap of luxury now lie on ash heaps. Thirst and hunger overcome my people, their skin has shriveled on their bones, and they become bitter and heartless because of their plight. They once shown like the sun, like the radiant stars, yet now are as pitch black as the abyss, so that they are unrecognizable, even to themselves.

Those killed by the sword are better off than those who die of famine and disease; racked with pain, their bodies wasting away. With their own hands compassionate women have cooked their own children, who became their food when my people were destroyed.

Our leaders did not believe, nor did any of the peoples, that anything bad could befall the greatest nation of America. But it happened because of the hubris of her people and the iniquities of her politicians, who shed within her the blood of the righteous. Now they grope through the streets as if they were blind. They are so defiled with blood that no one dares touch them.

“Go away! You are unclean!” Americans used to cry to those who came upon her shores, yet now they are the ones in exile. “Away! Away! Don’t touch us!” the other countries of the world cry. When they flee and wander about, people among the nations say, “They can stay here no longer.” Americans are shown no honor, no favor.

Moreover, our eyes failed, looking in vain for help; from our towers we watched for a miracle that could not save us. Disaster stalked us at every step, so we could not walk in our streets. Our end was near, our days were numbered. Our calamities came swifter than eagles in the sky; they chased us over the mountains and lay in wait for us in the desert. We thought religion and myths and other make-believe could protect us.

Rejoice and be glad, people of the world, you who live beyond the former land of the free. But also be wary, for to you also the cup will be passed; you will be drunk and stripped naked, so that the disasters that befall America will also be the disasters of the world.
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Remember what has happened to us; look, and see our disgrace. Our inheritance has been squandered, our homes torched by inhuman cruelty. We have become fatherless, our mothers are widows. We must buy the water we drink; our warmth can be had only at a price. The disasters that pursue us are at our heels; we are weary and find no rest.

We sold our future to get our bread and circuses. Our forebearers mortgaged our country, and they are now no more, so that we bear their debt. Tyrants rule over us, and there is no one to free us from their evil.

We get our bread at the risk of our lives because of the sword in the desert. Our skin is hot as an oven, feverish from hunger. Women are violated while man-children reign. Those of deep knowledge are hung, and those of abiding character are banished. The young toil for their sustenance, while the old stagger under loads of indifference. The rule of law is gone from our polity; our legislators have stopped caring. Joy is gone from our hearts; our dancing has turned to mourning. The crown has fallen from our head.

Woe to us, for we were fools! Because of this our hearts are faint, because of these things our eyes grow dim. Our shining city upon a hill lies desolate, with jackals prowling over it.

All of this has happened before; all great civilizations that once seemed eternal have fallen to dust. Why do we always forget? Why do we forsake the lesson so obvious in history and think ourselves special? One day all will be restored by someone else, who will think themselves so different than us that our calamities cannot overtake them. Will humanity ever exceed beyond its measure?

 

 


I was around Kris almost all the time, sitting near the door while she monitored her patient, hanging around the back of the room while she talked with Charlotte, sleeping in a sleeping bag on the floor next to her bed in the guest room, my handgun nearby. Of course I was also lurking nearby whenever she sat down to write, now working from a bible she found on a small bookcase in the guest room, scribbling down in a thick spiral notebook. When she tore out some pages, handed them to me, and pointed to the back room, I took it as a request to give her a little space, which I did.

Even before reading this entry I had known where Kris’ thoughts had been the past week. I had also been loitering near the entrance to the kitchen when she sat down at the end of each day to turn on the news streams.

The Alfa’s had a continuous internet connection and all kinds of subscription streams. For what must have been the first time since she was arrested she got to watch television, and she had gone straight for the news.

The subscription news streams did not pull any punches on the bleak state of the war. Much of coastal China had been relentlessly bombed, but the attempts to occupy parts of it were nothing but disasters. Iran and Arabia were controlled by Islamicists who were enforcing an oil embargo. Russia had resorted to battlefield nuclear weapons and brute force cyber attacks, devastating American forces, Russian towns, the Ukrainian countryside, the eastern Siberian arctic, the nation of Georgia, the European gas supply, and odd fractions of the internet. Meanwhile, the news in America itself was an alternating series of riots, mass arrests, and pockets of disease outbreak.

I was around to watch Kris watch all this, with the saddest looking straight face. She watched, and took notes in her spiral notebook, and stared with that inscrutable look. Occasionally she would glance over at me, catch me looking at her. I would look away, realize I wasn’t fooling her, than look back and smile. I began to suspect she was lamenting something more than just the loss of her country, or even the loss of ideals. I think she lamented a much more personal loss, though I was not sure quite what that meant.

On a slow afternoon I sat in the guest bedroom, reading this new material, then rereading everything she had given me so far. It had been weeks since I read her first entries, the ones she wrote in prison and thrown away for me to find. Leaning back in the room’s broken office chair, I looked out at a sunny autumn day and wondered where it had started for her. Had she meant for me to find that first entry? Or had she really just thrown it away, never to be read by anyone else. That thought made me sad, and I found myself just staring blankly at the big tree out the window as it swayed in the breeze.

When I was done I tucked the new pages in my pocket and headed to the front room, where I had left Kris talking with the Fischers. I found that Charlotte, having gotten home from work, had joined the others, as had, to my surprise, Jake. Although he had been out of bed the day before I did not expect him to be downstairs already. He looked like a different person than when I first saw him. Which was to say he looked like a person. His hair still existed only in thin, haphazard patches, but the all-encompassing swelling had died down and the bright red of his skin had become just a faint flush.

Seeing Jake out of bed, looking so much more alive, I was too struck at first to notice a whole other person in the room as well. She was standing in front of the television, staring at Jake in the big recliner and the others arrayed on the couch, such that she was the only one facing in my direction. Her hair was fringed in purple and her face trimmed in piercings. These ring piercings seemed to match the mass of rings she wore on her fingers, just as her hair and her elaborate arm tattoos blended right into the oddly stitched shirt she wore. It looked like it had once been parts of many other t-shirts, sewn together now with thick thread into some Frankenstein outfit.

I lingered in the doorway, leaning against the threshold, trying to strike a casual pose. The pistol on my hip was no longer concealed, and my rifle was left nearby in the other room. I rested my hands on my belt, allowing the right one to linger near my handgun, while I stared intently at this new girl. After a few seconds I realized that, beneath her scowl and her elaborate affectations, she looked strikingly similar to Charlotte.

The new girl had been saying something to Jake, but now seemed to feel the weight of my stare. She looked up in surprise, prompting the others to turn my way as well.

Right away Kris waved me on in to the room and the conversation. Seating was at capacity, but I moved to stand closer to the doorway into the kitchen, opposite Jake and his recliner.

“Jake, you remember my assistant, Greg.”

“I’m glad to see he wasn’t another fevered hallucination.” His voice was gravely, like gears being jammed up by dust.

“I’m glad to see you’re feeling better,” I said.

He cracked a smile in an almost literal sense, the skin on his face looking dried and shriveled like some desert landscape. I wondered if this too would heal in time or was some permanent scar this disease left behind.

“Greg,” Kris continued, “this is Jake’s other daughter, Alana.”

This new punk rock girl stared at me with a cold expression. “Your assistant?” she asked without breaking her gaze. “Who openly carries a sidearm?”

“Who doesn’t openly carry nowadays?” Hannah was quick to answer.

“It makes you conspicuous,” Alana said. “Honestly, I hate the idea of impersonating the Red Cross altogether. It makes people mistrust the real Red Cross.”

As they spoke I started to get a cold sense about this conversation. I stood up straight, resting one hand on my pistol. With the other hand I reached down, opening the pant-leg pocket there to pull out the burner mobile Logan had acquired for me. I had it all set up so that a single command would have it sending a text telling him to bail.

“So, um,” I said, talking over responses from both Hannah and Charlotte. “What exactly is going on here?”

Everyone in the room just stared at me, making me feel dumb for having entered the conversation late. I kept my face neutral though, staring back and tightening my grip on my handgun.

“Greg,” Kris held out a hand toward me. “It’s alright. Alana, maybe you should . . .”

“She’s here because she thought dad would be dead by now,” Charlotte burst out, interrupting Kris. “She’s here to try to claim his estate.”

“I told you that’s not why I’m here,” Alana’s voice rose as well, almost screaming at her sister.

“You expect me to believe you showed up just to pay respects?”

“I’m not here for your precious estate. I don’t want any of your blood money anyway.”

“It wasn’t blood money the last time you were here.”

“That was mom’s money!” Alana had her hands balled up in fists and held tightly at her side as she took a step toward Charlotte. “Mom agreed with me! She wanted me to have that money!”

“She didn’t leave it to you!”

“She wanted me to have it! She agreed with me!”

“Okay, okay,” Jake spoke again. He paused, taking a few deep breaths, and I wondered if he was as old as he looked or if this virus had taken that much of a toll on him. “Stop it, both of you.”

Both of them paused, Charlotte turning away, Alana staring defiance at her father.

“Why would you show up today, of all days,” Charlotte said through a heavy sigh, “if not for the money?”

“She is here,” Jake said, “because I called her.”

“Dad? What?”

“I called and asker her to come over, as soon as she could.”

“Why?”

Jake paused, looking away and catching his breath. Even suffering from his disease he was an imposing figure, heavy set, his face made perhaps more stern by its rock-like visage.

“I called her,” Jake said, “to admit I was wrong.”

“What?” Charlotte said at a scream.

Jake glanced at her, then straightened up and turned to Alana. “I wanted her to come over here so I can tell her I was wrong about her, and I’m sorry.”

Alana just stood there staring at this, but Charlotte was almost in tears. “Dad!” She reached over the end of the couch toward him. “Dad! After everything she did . . .”

“I don’t,” Jake held up a hand and raised his voice to get her to stop, “want to get in to it. I just wanted to tell my younger daughter that I love her, and I really am sorry.”

“So after all that you’re siding with her?”

He held up a hand for a pause, his breath still coming hard. “I’m not siding with either of you. I love both my girls.”

“I’ve been here taking care of you. Ever since mom died, I’ve been the one who was here taking care of this place, and she’s been doing nothing but, but,” Charlotte trailed off into tears.

“But what?” Alana said defiantly. “What have I been doing?”

Her sister looked up at her, seemed about to respond, glanced over at Kris and the Fischers, then finally turned down to stare at her lap with nothing to say.

As the room fell quiet I grabbed the chance to ask my question again. “Um, so, I’m still not quite following what’s going on here today.”

Everyone looked at me again, making me feel self-conscious. At first none of them spoke. Then Alana, with her face still flush, folded her arms and turned toward me.

“You think having that gun gives you a right to demand answers?”

I stupidly glanced down at my right hand, still gripping the handgun in its holster. I glanced back up at her, then instead turned to Kris. “Guys, could someone please fill me in?”

Both Kris and the Fischers looked about to reply, but hesitated. Alana let out an exaggerated sigh before answering. “I’m a member of the Resistance.”

I stared at her blankly while this sunk in. “Ohh,” I said slowly.

“She knows Ethan,” Kris said.

“Ohh.”

“I know of Ethan,” Alana said. “We never met personally. But he got a message to me, to be on the lookout for a big package headed west. Said we should do whatever we could to help it along.”

“You think we have this big package?” I asked.

“Please. The rumor of our people getting hold of a cure for GTV has been going around for weeks. I knew my dad had it. When he called, said he’d gotten help from ‘some friends,’ said he’d been cured and asked me to come over, it wasn’t hard to put together.”

Again I felt rather stupid for being ambushed like this. “You told her you were cured?” I asked of Jake.

“Am I not?”

I closed my eyes and drew a deep breath. “Didn’t Kris expressly ask you guys not to tell anybody about this, more than necessary?”

“Greg, it’s okay,” Kris said. “They’re going to help us.”

“How so?”

“That’s,” she turned back toward Alana, “what they were just about to explain.”

“Is that alright with you, Mr. Paranoid?” Alana asked me.

“Did I say something that sounded paranoid?” I asked.

“You haven’t taken your hand off that gun since you walked in the room.”

I knew this was technically not true, but I found my grip on the weapon tightening now. “I would think a member of the Resistance would understand a healthy amount of paranoia.”

“So what, you plan to shoot me?”

I locked eyes with her, for the first time wondering if I would actually have to use my weapon. Possibilities swam through my head in a dizzying blur, my thoughts jamming up, any subterfuge here feeling way too convoluted for me to follow or believe. Alana continued to stare at me, holding my gaze while I tried to puzzle out her angle. As my real attention came back to her though I saw this was just a brave act on her part, that my long pause had her thinking I genuinely might shoot her.

“It’s not you that I’m worried about,” I said at last, letting my gaze drift over to her father.

“Greg!” Kris said. I glanced at her, but kept my eyes on Jake and Charlotte. “What is that about?” Kris asked me.

“What do you mean?”

“You’re leveling unfounded accusations at our hosts.”

“It’s alright,” Jake said, his voice coming through stronger now though still as rocky. “It’s alright. You must think me as much a monster as I once would have thought you.”

“Once?” I asked.

He took another deep breath. “Greg, I’m told you were once in the military, so you know how the government works.”

“I was also once a guard at a GSA prison facility.”

He nodded to this, slowly. “We all sometimes just find ourselves doing our jobs and not asking questions. I probably sent people to that facility.”

“Oh?”

“My firm handled some cases for the DA’s office.”

“Tell them what you told me earlier,” Alana said.

He nodded, at last getting his breath, before continuing. “This government, maybe the whole country, is not long for this world. If your separatists can hold out for another six months or a year there won’t be any military left to try to subdue them.”

“Really?” I asked.

“I have friends within the local GSA branch office. I’ve heard things through the grapevine. Make of it what you will, but I’ve been hearing it from multiple people, and I think the sources are reliable. The war in Asia is all but lost. Right now the Pentagon is gearing up for a major offensive into Manchuria. Except, a-hem,” he coughed, “except our air force and space coverage is so degraded they don’t know just what the Chinese still have left. They’re pulling in forces from Iran and Arabia and the Ukraine for this offensive. It’s suppose to begin right around Christmas.”

“So how does this affect us?”

“They’re also rotating out some of the National Guard units in the states. Right now some of those troops are guarding the major east-west highways leading over the Rockies, I-80, I-70, I-10, I-40.”

“So you’re saying the number of checkpoints heading west . . .”

“. . . is about to decrease dramatically. If you can give it another month or two your progress westward could be a lot easier.”

I stared at him, then turned to take in the others.

“What do you think?” Kris asked.

“I don’t know, what do you think? Do we have a place we can stay for a couple months?”

“That,” Alana said, putting heavy, slow emphasis on the word, “is where I come in.”

“You have a place for us to stay?” I asked, loosening the grip on my handgun and relaxing my pose a little.

“You can stay with me. For what it’s worth, we’ve been hearing the same thing as dad, that the National Guard units manning the interstates, particularly I-80, are going to be withdrawn for some new foreign war.”

“So you would let us stay with you?” Kris asked.

“With us. We’re based inside the Louisville special economic zone. I think that’s your safest bet.”

“Safe?” Charlotte asked, her voice leaping into a squeal. “You think it’s safest to stay with you and your, your . . .”

“My what, Charlotte?” Alana folded her arms and leaned forward with a fiery stare.

“With your terrorist friends!”

“Yes. Yes, with my terrorist friends. Where would you have them stay?”

“They could just stay here! With us!”

Alana’s expression switched from fire to ice in an instant, her body almost jerking back with the sudden temperature change. “In this house?”

“They’ve been staying here the past week.”

“Charlotte.” She said the name half as a reprimand, half as a plea.

Charlotte just stared back at her sister, on the verge of tears.

“Char,” Jake reached out a hand toward her. “You know that’s not going to work.”

“No,” she recoiled a little. “You’re better now.”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“But you can go back to work. And I’m still working. It’s,” she trailed off, staring hopelessly at her father.

None of them said anything, creating another pause in which I could do nothing but struggle with my confusion.

“So, um, I’m sorry,” I said, stuttering a little as my brain struggled to decide whether it was appropriate to interrupt even as it sent words to my mouth. “I think I missed something again.”

Jake shook his head solemnly and looked down. “None of us can stay here.”

“No,” Charlotte said right away. “No, we can make it work.”

“Why can’t you stay here?” Kris asked. Unlike myself she managed this in the gentlest voice, almost with a sense of reassuring, as if any answer would work out.

Jake took a deep breath, coughed, and then settled into a pause that made me uncertain if he was going to speak. “We’re upside-down on this house.”

“Upside-down?”

“Underwater,” Alana said. She had retreated a few steps back, her gaze wandering to the corners of the room, and sounded like she was also fighting back tears. “It can’t be sold for the amount still owed on the mortgage.”

“But it’s such a nice house,” Kris said. “In a nice neighborhood.”

“And bought just before the start of the Global War,” Jake gave another cracked smile and made a sound somewhere between a hacking cough and a mirthless chuckle. “Back when we thought the energy crisis was over.”

“That doesn’t matter though,” Charlotte said. “As long as we’re paying the mortgage and staying here, what does it matter?”

“Except we’re not paying the mortgage anymore, are we?”

She turned away from her father’s glare. “I made the payment last month.”

“And the past due amount?”

Charlotte looked away without answering.

“And my hospital bill?”

She paused and sighed. “I put that on credit.”

“Can we afford to pay the mortgage and this credit card bill next month?”

“We can now! You’ll be back at work.”

Slowly Jake shook his head. “Char. We both know I can’t go back to work.”

She opened her mouth but said nothing, tears again welling in her eyes.

I looked around in confusion. “Um, sorry, again, sir,” I said. “Why can’t you go back to work?”

“I had epitosis. GTV. I’m barred from working for the state, or any state or federal contractor.”

“You are?”

Jake nodded, but it was Alana who jumped in to answer. “Fucking typical. They think this disease is a sign of God’s disfavor or some bullshit. You get it, you’re tainted. Communicable public health hazard.”

“People are afraid,” Jake said. “They’re panicking. This whole rule came down several weeks ago, when GTV was still just spreading in Asia and the Middle East.”

“You recovered though,” Charlotte said. “You don’t have it anymore.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Jake said. “Once you’ve had it you’re blacklisted.”

“Couldn’t you work from home? They wouldn’t even have to know you were ever sick.”

“They know. I was in the hospital. There’s a medical record.”

“They don’t get to access that, though.”

“They do if you had GTV. At least in Kentucky, the law requires medical providers to disclose to employers if one of their employees is a communicable public health hazard. Employer doesn’t even have to ask, the hospital is suppose to send them notification.”

“Really?” Kris said. Immediately she covered her mouth in reaction. “I’m sorry. I just, I studied medicine, and just, I never heard of something like that. Is that really how it works?”

“I’m sure,” Jake said with another weird mirthless cough. “I’m sure. My firm,” he looked down at his lap and took a deep breath. “My firm helped write the law.”

This got a more genuine laugh from Alana. “Seriously dad? Your firm drafted another cruel law and you became a victim of it a few weeks later.”

He shook his head. “No, this is an old law. It was originally written to target transgender people. It’s just being applied to GTV now.”

“Wait, what?”

“What?”

“Transgender people? A communicable public health hazard?”

Jake grimaced and shrugged, looked up to briefly meet his daughter’s glare, then let his head droop down again.

“Fucking hell, dad,” Alana said.

“So the point is,” Jake said, “we could stay in this house a little longer, but not months. Between commuting costs and electricity costs and the mortgage we were beyond our means even before I got sick. We’re looking at foreclosure before the end of the year.”

“Could you just stop paying your mortgage and squat here?” Hannah asked.

This got her a whole series of odd stares from the Alfa family, but her husband jumped in right after her. “For real, that’s what we did.”

“Most of the people in our neighborhood did that. The banks knew our houses weren’t worth anything so they never bothered us.”

“There’s the key,” Jake nodded to her. “Everyone in your neighborhood did it. The houses aren’t worth anything because the neighborhood isn’t worth anything.”

“Way to put them in their place dad,” Alana said.

Jake clenched his eyes as if in pain. “Sorry. That came out wrong.”

“No, no,” Hannah said. “You’re absolutely right. Nobody could sell a house in that neighborhood.”

“Unfortunately for me, as Kris said, this is a nice neighborhood, and this house still is worth something. Worth enough to foreclose and repossess.”

“Maybe they won’t though,” Charlotte said. “Maybe if we keep making payments they’ll let us slide for a while on the past due amount.”

Again Jake gave that stern, fatherly head shake he seemed to have perfected. “We can’t keep making payments, not if I’m not working. Char, the first thing I did once I could get out of bed was check our finances.”

“Dad!”

“I’m sorry, I know. It’s how I am. I know our situation. We can’t stay in this house.”

“But, so,” Charlotte looked about anxiously. “Does that mean?” Both her and her father slowly turned to Alana.

“Oh, ho, ho,” all of her facial piercing realigned into a new pattern as Alana broke out in an open-mouthed grin. “So it comes to this. After all the accusations of being a social justice freak and a terrorist and wasting my life and making the family look bad, it all comes around to this. The wayward daughter is now the only one with the financial means to bail out the family.”

“We don’t need your help,” Charlotte shouted.

Right away her father had a gentle hand on her arm. “Alie,” he said. “I didn’t call you because I need money. If we have to, Charlotte and I can go live with your aunt for a while.”

Alana dropped her arms to her sides and titled her head, looking at her dad from a different angle.

“I thought I was going to die,” Jake said, and now it was his turn to fight back tears, which also seemed to create a weird profusion of sweat across his cracked face, like water being squeezed from a stone. “And I realized my biggest regret would not be letting my little girl know how much I love her.”

“Dad.”

“And,” he sniffled and his voice cracked, which somehow made it sound less gravely and more human, “and that I’m proud of her.”

“Dad.”

“What?” Charlotte yelped.

“She was right. You were right,” he looked up at Alana. “I took the easy route. We all did. But you stood up for what you believed in, like we always taught you. Like,” his voice caught again, and he reached up to wipe tears from his eyes, “like your mom taught you.”

“Dad!” Charlotte cried out again.

“We fucked it up,” Jake said, his gaze now wandering into the distance and his voice dropping back to its regular grind. “The country, the whole world. It’s all fucked up, and we let it happen.” He tossed his hands and shook his head. “Alana was the only one willing to call us out on what we were doing, but we didn’t listen. We didn’t wanna listen.”

“Dad, no,” Charlotte reached toward him.

“I’m sorry Char. I’m sorry, this is my fault. I led us to this dead end.”

“No. Dad, no.”

“No, we did. This is all my fault.”

“Dad, I took care of you. I took care of this house.”

“I know you did. I know you did, and I’m proud of you for it.”

“Dad,” Charlotte put her hands on his own. “Dad, after everything, after, I, I’ve done everything around here since mom died, and she just ran off, and now she’s the one you’re proud of?”

“I’m proud of both of you.”

“She didn’t do anything. She just abandoned us.”

“That doesn’t change anything now.”

“But she abandoned the family, and I didn’t. This is so unfair!”

“Life isn’t fair!” Jake’s voice rose suddenly. “How many times did your mom tell you that?”

“So now we’re just gonna go join her,” Charlotte spoke through open tears, her voice almost a blubber. “Just live in some cramped rathole with a bunch of terrorists.”

“We’re not terrorists,” Alana said with tears in her own eyes, “and we have plenty of space. You can come live with us, if you want. Of course you can come. You can all come.” She staggered a few steps forward and stooped down to hug her father, almost curling up into his lap. Jake wrapped her up in both arms, then held out his other arm toward Charlotte. She resisted for a second, then let him get the arm around her, pulling her in for a group hug.

“Um,” Kris slipped off the couch, moving toward me. “We’re just gonna step out and discuss this offer.” She ushered the Fischers up as well.

None of the Alfa family seemed to hear her. I moved along as Kris herded us through the open doorway into the kitchen, and then beyond that, out the sliding glass door to the back patio.

Outside the day was sunny and blustery. A pair of oak trees dominated the backyard, swaying in the wind but letting through just enough filtered sunlight to counter the chill in the air. As we stepped out I realized my hand was still on my handgun. I let go of this and reached up instead, stretching out and feeling the cool autumn day on my face.

“So what do we think?” Kris asked.

“That family has some issues,” Noah said.

“I think she means about their offer,” Hannah said.

“Oh, to stay with them? Sure, why not?”

“What do you think Greg?” Kris asked me.

I stammered as I tried to respond. “I don’t know. I’m not in charge. What do you guys think?”

“None of us know anything about these special economic zones,” Kris said. “I’ve never even been to one.”

“Oh, I don’t really know anything either,” I shrugged. “I mean, I guess, from what I know, part of their deal is the companies operating there have to pay into some fund to contract rent-a-cops or whatever for their own security, I guess to save the government money on police patrols. I applied for one of the companies doing corporate security stuff at one point.”

“So unless this is some kind of trap,” Brandon said, “this economic zone might be the safest place we could be.”

“I don’t know about that. It depends on how stringent the security contractors are.”

“Does that mean you don’t like this idea?” Kris asked.

“I don’t know. I don’t think I know enough to judge.” I took a deep breath as everyone continued to stare at me. “It comes down to whether we think we can trust Jake and Charlotte and Alana.” I turned to Kris. “It’s your call, I’ll back you up regardless.”

“Why is it my call?”

“Oh, well,” I stared at her blankly as I struggled to get out a response. “I guess, um, I don’t know, I guess it doesn’t have to be. I just thought, you know, I guess, I thought you were our leader.”

“Me? What about Logan? Or yourself?”

“Me?”

“You’re the one that got us out of that prison,” Kris said softly. “And Logan’s the one that’s suppose to get that armored truck out west. I think we’ve just been following him.”

“Uh,” I just kept staring at Kris, with no idea what to say. “Okay.”

“You’re not convinced?” she asked me.

“About this plan?”

“About who’s in charge?”

“I, uh, well no, honestly. It’s not me, for sure, I don’t know what I’m doing. I guess if you say Logan is then he is, but, I think, um,” I paused to collect my thoughts, then turned back to Kris. “I think we wouldn’t be here if you weren’t our leader already.”

Kris gave me that look of hers, quizzical and commanding and so many other wordless things, and I had nothing more to say. She turned to the Fischers.

“Don’t get me wrong,” Hannah said, “we like Logan. But him and that armored truck of his aren’t the reason we’re here.”

Kris looked back at me. “Okay. I think we should stay here, with Alana’s people. But even if I am a leader I’m not a dictator. We should talk to the others about this.”

“You wanna head over?” Noah asked, pointing in the general direction of the front of the house and his pickup truck.

“Let’s call them,” Kris said. “This seems like a good reason to use that burner mobile.”

I considered this, then nodded and proceeded to call Logan. I got him on speaker and held the little mobile out while we all huddled around it.

We all stood there, quiet, the autumn breeze rustling around us while Kris explained everything that the Alfa’s had told us and outlined our plan. Her retelling was quite thorough, hitting on details I had missed or forgotten. She emphasized that Alana had been in contact with Ethan and had been instructed to help us if she could.

When she finished there was a long silence on the other end, punctuated by static from the cheap mobile and the swishing of the wind through the trees.

“It sounds insane,” Logan said flatly.

“You think it might be a trap?” Hannah asked.

“Whatever it is it’s an insane risk. You’re talking about hiding out in a special economic zone.”

“But the regular city police don’t patrol there,” Brandon said. “It sounds like the perfect place to hide out.”

“They don’t patrol there because it has a bunch of loose gun contractors instead. They just dump any problems they find outside the perimeter, or turn you over to the state if they feel like pressing charges. They’re not gonna let us squat somewhere like a bunch of homeless people. Which is technically what we are.”

“We wouldn’t be squatting though,” Kris said. “We’d be staying with Alana and her people. The Resistance.”

“Assuming she really is part of the Resistance. You guys realize this is all predicated on trusting a Nationalist lawyer and his family, right?”

There was a pause. I looked up and made eye contract with Kris, who stared right at me, through me, as she spoke. “I trust them.”

“Ahhhh,” Logan let out some wail that came through mostly as static on the mobile. “Damn it Kris, you trust everybody.”

“Not everybody,” she continued to stare though me, into what I was uncertain.

“Too many people,” Logan said. “We don’t even know if what this lawyer told you about the checkpoints is for real. We could be fine moving out now. Or maybe not but there’s no reason to believe it gets miraculously better in a couple months.”

“It’s consistent with what we’ve been hearing on the news streams,” Hannah said. “About how they’re planning a new military offensive in Asia.”

“Didn’t Ethan mention something about that as well?” I asked.

“Yeah, he did,” Logan said.

“Both Alana, the daughter from the Resistance, and Jake, the lawyer, agreed on this,” Kris said. “Both of them had heard about this new military operation coming up.”

“Two people who might be tricking us?” Logan asked incredulously.

“They’re not working together,” Kris said. “I’m sure of that.”

Logan did not immediately follow this up, and again the world sunk into its blustery quiet. “Alright,” he said at last. “Greg, you still there.”

“Yes I am.”

“Give me your assessment. Can we trust these people?”

“You want my assessment?”

“You’re my man on the spot. What’s the deal? Does this look legit?”

I paused, to get both my thoughts in order and my words straightened. “Yes,” I found myself saying. “I believe them.”

“All of them? This Nationalist lawyer and his first daughter as well?”

“I do, I believe,” I tripped over what I was about to say and so stopped to restart. “I believe what I saw in there. This new girl, Alana, is obviously Charlotte’s sister, they look too much alike, there’s no way she’s a random GSA undercover agent that just happened to look like that. And, I mean, like Kris said, there was genuine family drama in there. Even if they had decided to roll on us to the GSA there’s no way they then decide to trap us like this. It would mean this family we stumbled upon just happened to be made up of world-class actors. And even if that were true, there’s no way a law enforcement agency would rely on their acting abilities to sell something like this. And even if they did, that still wouldn’t explain what they hoped to accomplish, since they don’t know you guys exist. They could have just stormed the place one night and bagged us.”

“Well they obviously do know about the package,” Logan replied right away. “They could be after the armored truck.”

I had to pause again to reset my thoughts. “If that were true there are way easier ways to try to get to you guys. This is just way too elaborate to be faked, or to be something any cop would try to fake.”

“So you think we’ll be fine in this special economic zone?”

I started to respond but stopped, realizing this was a shift in the line of questioning. I looked at Kris, who was still staring at me, with a much more intense focus. “I think,” I spoke slowly, assembling my response one word at a time, “that if there is a trap, this family is not part of it. They would be victims alongside us, if that were true. But you are right about the economic zone. There’s gonna be a high police presence there, or at least in some parts of it.”

“Yeah,” Logan said, his response a lot slower this time. “That has me worried.”

“Except, Alana has some kind of base. If the Resistance can operate out of there, I gotta think we’ll be okay.”

“You trust this woman is really part of the Resistance?”

“She claimed to be part of it,” Kris said, “and I agree with Greg, I don’t think she was lying.”

“The Resistance isn’t handing out membership cards,” I said. “I assume you’re a member if you claim to be one. I don’t see why she would be lying about being in it, so if she says she is than she is. How much connection she was to other people or cells or whatever I don’t know.”

“We could keep playing it safe a little longer,” Brandon said. “You guys stay put while we go with them to this Resistance hide out, whatever it is. Meet them and check out the scene. Then if we feel safe enough the rest of you could join us.”

“I like that,” Logan said, “but when you go I’m coming with you.”

Brandon looked around at us, perplexed. “You are?”

“If we’re really staying with these people than I want to check it out myself.”

“Except that would mean admitting that there are more than just the five of us.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Logan said with a cutting finality.

“Who would we tell them you are though?”

“Doesn’t matter. Whatever, they seem to know who we are, more or less, or they know what we’re doing. I’m another part of your team. Doesn’t matter, we get in there, check it out, if we decide to stay you can tell them the whole story then. If not, we’re either captured or we bail and it won’t matter.”

“Well it does matter,” Kris said, “because if we’re vague about who you are than they might decide not to trust us.”

As soon as she said this I felt like I understood the stare Kris had worn earlier. She had been focused not on whether we could trust these people, but how to convince them to trust us, which could be the more difficult task given that we had been explicitly hiding details from them.

“Maybe we should just all go,” I said. “Or all but one. Let Logan stay with the armored truck somewhere, everyone else come with us and check out this place.”

Kris nodded, and all of us again looked down at the mobile I continued to hold out in the middle of the conversation. “How does that sound, Logan?” she asked him.

“So I’m the only one left if the rest of you get captured?”

“You and the truck. That’s all it was going to be initially, right?”

“I was going to have a second, Ethan just wanted to figure out who. Either way, I’m not being the one who stays behind and escapes. Also, if I’m bringing the truck into this place I want to see it for myself first. Let’s let Veronica and the other Spiderhead escapees stay back with the truck. They have the most to lose by being captured.”

I looked up at Kris. “How does that sound?”

She considered this, twisting her mouth slightly, than nodded. “Okay. We’ll tell them though, that there are still more of us waiting behind.”

“We can tell them we’re acting as scouts for the real package,” I said. “I’m sure they’ll understand.”

Kris nodded again, then turned away, looking off into the distance, toward the low sun that was now glinting off the leaves of the wind jostled tree above us.

“I guess we’re really trusting these people then, huh?” Logan said.

“You don’t have to,” Kris told him. “We could still split up, if you want. I’ll go with the Alfa’s, but anybody else who wants could go with you and the armored truck.”

“No, no, we’re sticking together through this.”

“Do you want to take a moment and talk to the others?” Kris asked. “See what they think of this plan.”

“I’ll let them know, see if anyone wants to bail, but as far as I’m concerned, if you say this is what we’re doing, than I’m in.”

Kris smirked a little at this, again looking off at the low sun. “You’re not in the military anymore Logan. You don’t have to take orders from me.”

“I’m not being forced to, but I am. At least until we arrive out west, you’re in charge.”

*     *     *

Most of the city of Louisville was given over to a single, multi-square-mile special economic zone. Its perimeter was defined by a tall chainlink fence that cut through city blocks and parking lots and across streets with total disregard. Gateways and guard posts in the fence were sparse, creating bottlenecks worse even than the highway checkpoints.

I stood crouched behind Kris, who rode in the front seat of the Beast, as we waited in line. Behind me, at the little table, sat Logan and Alana. Logan was fixated on a shiny new tablet in his lap. He kept flipping around in a document, zooming in and scrutinizing details with the touchscreen interface.

“It’s going to work,” Alana said. He shot her a glance without replying. “What are you even looking for? It’s not a forgery. We have actual, real documents.”

“That say a lot of things. Maybe there’s a red flag hidden among all this.”

“There isn’t,” she said with enough authority to counter Logan’s abrasiveness. “If there was I’d be just as screwed as the rest of you.”

“So you say.”

“Look, Mr. Roberts, I get it. We don’t know if we can trust each other.”

She was about to say more, but Logan cut her off. “You’ve said that before too, and it still doesn’t help. I told you, I’ll like you when this works, and if it doesn’t . . .”

“I’ll be the first one you shoot, you’ve made that abundantly clear.”

“And don’t call me Mr. Roberts. Ever.”

“Has a woman ever told you you’re cute when you’re angry Logan?” Kris asked him.

“No, never.”

“There’s a reason for that.”

He looked up at her. Alana broke out in a big grin. Then despite himself Logan did as well. “Shit. How did I let you talk me into this?”

“It was our best move?” Kris said.

“Our best move was going to ground.”

“This is going to ground. What better place to hide out then the center of an armed camp?” She gestured toward the armed guards and towers and gun posts that flanked the checkpoint gate. They were meant, as I understood it, to keep out violent criminals and such, to protect those inside. It meant all the guns were pointed towards those in line to enter, which did not make for a welcoming feeling.

“That’s the inscrutable logic that got us here alright,” Logan said.

In front of us Charlotte was driving Jake and Hannah in the Alfa’s electric crossover vehicle. They rolled forward now to the front of the line, and I turned and leaned in next to Kris to watch the proceedings.

A guard, dressed in some blue corporate blazer over a flak vest, stepped out from the small booth next to the open gate. I saw Charlotte roll down her window and hold out a tablet, similar to the one Logan had been scrutinizing. Without even a glance at her the guard scanned the tablet with some electronic reader device plugged into a tablet of his own. Then he hit some buttons, looked up at Charlotte, back at those behind her, and waved us all onward.

Lucas gave a nod to the guard as we passed through the checkpoint. “Did the Fischers get through,” I asked, leaning forward at an odd angle to get a look in a rear view mirror. I saw Brandon and Noah in their beat-up pickup passing through the checkpoint as well, and with that we were all into the special economic zone.

“Told you it wouldn’t be a problem,” Alana said.

Logan looked up and about with a surprised expression. “Wait, are we already through?” he jumped out of his seat to stand next to me, crouched down and looking out the front windshield.

“They just waved us on through after the Alfa’s,” Kris said with a smile.

Beyond the checkpoint we entered an area of the city filled with wireless traffic beacons. The antiquated self-driving system of the Beast started up a series of blinking lights and chimes that had Lucas flipping switches to get it navigating in a new mode. No longer reliant on its own sensors and a GPS signal, our vehicle was now getting info from a centralized traffic control network, with router units embedded in traffic lights and signs all along these roads.

Some cities, in order to take maximum the advantage of systems like this, forbade the use of non-autonomous cars in such neighborhoods. Here it seemed the state had given in to the demands of those who could not or did not want to switch out from their manual control vehicles. I had heard from a news stream that such mixed use areas were made dangerous by the people driving their own cars, unaware of the central traffic network operating around them. It made me a little worried about the Fischer brothers and their pickup following behind us.

As we moved forward I realized there was little danger. The traffic system had us slowing to not much more than an idle as we cruised down pedestrian crowded streets. I looked out at the afternoon crowd as a last bit of sunshine cut through the canyon of buildings.

“I think we arrived at a shift change,” Logan said.

The crowd around us was filled with people wearing blue jumpsuits, emblazoned with corporate logos, often in yellow or red or orange, across the back. There were few other vehicles about, especially as we got in further, and most of what I did see were trucks: tractor trailers or delivery trucks or armored trucks like our own, idling their way through the crowd. I saw a couple limousines as well, always moving in convoys with black rovers.

Moving among the crowd were also an inordinate number of bikers. The vehicles they were riding were bicycles, but the people doing the riding looked more like stereotypical motorcyclists. The bikes themselves had slightly recumbent seats and high handlebars, looking like a pedaled chopper, while the riders were in leather with bandanas and long beards. Individuals and groups of these bikes wove through the crowd and the idling cars with a strange lackadaisical abandon.

Ahead we entered an area of even taller high-rise buildings and more intense neon signs. I also began to notice a lot more drones around, both of the armored tread variety, looking like miniature tanks the size of motorcycles rolling down the street, and aerial types, dual or quad rotor copters zipping along above the crowd.

“Looks like we entered the red light district,” Logan said.

“This place has a red light district?” I asked, moving to look out at that side. The street was lined with windows where scantily clad woman danced listlessly in darkened booths.

“Don’t get so excited there Greg, you’ll get a chance to visit,” Kris said.

“I wasn’t gonna, I, er,” I got caught in a stammer and decided my best move was to just not say anything.

In reply Kris let out a wide laugh and touched me on the arm. “I made you blush,” she said.

“I’m surprised this place has a red light district,” Lucas said, expressing the exact thought I had been attempting. “Isn’t this one of those states that has started outlawing certain sexual positions?”

“There are anti-sodomy laws,” Alana said as she joined us standing behind the front seats of the Beast. “But in here they don’t care. That’s why it’s such a good place to hide out.”

“Why don’t they care?” Lucas asked.

“Because the morality police have pulled out of the economic zone. Saves them money. The local corporate security, they only go after crimes that cost the companies money. Everything else, they don’t care.”

“There’s morality police?” I asked.

She paused and looked at me. “Most people just call them ‘the police’ but yes, that’s what they are nowadays.” Alana turned back toward the front. “We’ll have to park over here and go the rest of the way on foot.”

At the edge of the red light district our little convoy took a turn into a large parking structure. The self-driving mode on the Beast started to flash error messages, prompting Lucas to switch it off and take manual control. We ended up parking high up in the structure, at a place with few cars where the Beast could sprawl across multiple parking spaces.

“I didn’t think to ask,” Lucas said as we all got out and gathered around, “but is there gonna be a good place for me to park around here?”

“We’ve got something,” Alana said. She paused and glanced around, though there was nobody else on this level of the garage. “Some of you should wait with the cars now.”

“Why?” Logan asked.

“You think something might happen?” Lucas said at the same time.

“No,” Alana shook her head. “But I don’t want to show up to this first meeting with a whole army.”

Logan furrowed his brow to this but said nothing.

“Do seven of us count as an army?” Brandon asked.

“I’ll stay behind, I don’t mind,” Lucas said.

“My compatriots are, um, a little jumpy about this,” Alana said. “I don’t want to spook them further.”

“How many of your people will be there?” Kris asked.

“They’ll be four of us, counting myself.”

“So equal size group?” Kris said.

“That seems fair.”

All of us now turned to Kris. “Who do you wanna bring?” Logan asked.

She gave a faint sigh, I think about to object again to her leadership role. Instead though she surveyed around and said, “Greg, Logan, and I will go. Everyone else can wait here.”

“If there’s four of them there should be four of us,” Logan said. “Equal size groups, right?”

“There are three of them, three of us, and Alana, who is the intermediary.”

Again Logan looked skeptical, and seemed about to say something before turning away.

“I’d like to go too, if that’s alright,” Charlotte took a nervous step forward.

“Why?” her sister asked.

She did not respond, instead fidgeting some with her hands and avoiding Alana’s stare.

“Fine,” Alana said. “Let’s go.”

“Can we still go armed?” Logan asked.

“If you didn’t you’d be the first in this city.”

There did not appear to be any elevator at all in this parking garage. At the bottom of the stairs we were let out onto a wide street lined with buildings that seemed new yet also cheap. One side of the street had brick tenements, crammed together haphazardly. The other side was a giant industrial complex. We walked for a few blocks without reaching an end to this massive factory structure, seemingly a single, amorphous mass of steel and concrete, with piping and girders and smoke stacks brisling everywhere, overlooking vast cargo yards.

“What is this?” I finally had to ask.

Logan pointed up ahead. I saw what was apparently the main entrance, a large gateway for cars flanked by human-sized entrances. A concrete arch over the entrance had metal letters bolted to it, spelling out ‘General Electric Appliance Complex.’

“Self-contained factory,” Logan said. “Works from raw materials to finished product all on one site, to save on transportation costs.”

“Also,” Alana said, “to take full advantage of the complete lack of regulations in the special economic zone.”

I glanced between the two of them, noting the way their voices seemed to be an exact match in level of disdain. They seemed to notice as well, glancing at each other, before Logan continued.

“I don’t know what exactly they build here, but I guarantee it’s one of those factories that’s popped up in these zones to fill the supply hole left from the total loss of Chinese imports.”

The street we were on still had plenty of people, mostly workers in their blue jumpsuits, but it had cleared some, apparently as the shift change approached its end. Another couple blocks further down, as we reached the end of the industrial complex, we entered an area of smaller, more eclectic buildings and larger, more eclectic, crowds.

Among the people here I started to see some dressed not in corporate overalls but things that may have once partly been such uniforms, now torn and stitched together with fragments of ugly Christmas sweaters and rock-band t-shirts. It matched the aesthetic of what Alana wore, and these people also emulated her propensity for facial piercings.

There were also a great number of people who seemed to be into body painting. I thought these were tattoos at first, until we passed a row of shops advertising ‘temporary body ink.’ Some people had done their whole bodies, including their faces, as a single solid color, while others had elaborate murals across their chests, back, and arms, which they showed off in skimpy clothing despite the autumn chill. Notably, I even saw some of them featuring anti-Nationalist or even anti-United States slogans among their riotous body art.

“Who are all these people?” I asked.

Alana just shrugged. “What do you mean?”

“I mean,” I stammered and stopped. I did not quite know what I meant.

Fortunately Kris was able to pick up on this and articulate my thoughts. “How is it this place employs so many people? I would have thought the factories would just be automated.”

“They could be,” Alana said. “Normally that would be cheaper. Except the government implemented that negative corporate income tax for companies that employ people in these zones.”

“What is that?”

“It’s, well, the government gives a tax break to a corporation for each job it ‘creates’ in a special economic zone. Create enough jobs and the government starts paying you. Pay the actual workers less than minimum wage, which you can do here, and now you’re actually making money for every person you hire.”

“That’s,” Kris trailed off, looking away into the crowds. “At least it gives people jobs, I guess.”

“Oh, it’s a perfectly American system. We could just give money directly to people, but that would be a government handout and socialism and evil. So instead we create a bunch of corporate welfare and pay the corporations to hire people to do inefficient or useless jobs so all those people can act like they’re big tough individualists who earned everything they got, all while they remain blissfully ignorant of the fact that they only have a job because of the federal government and that their paycheck comes entirely from government handouts.”

“You ever work any of these jobs?” Kris asked.

There was a long pause from Alana, and I began to think she wouldn’t answer at all. “I did,” she said. “For way too long.”

Kris looked around again at the weird crowd surrounding us. I was also starting to see groups of people dressed all in red, or people dressed in mismatched Halloween costumes for some reason, or people conspicuously trying to look like members of some fantasy race like elves or dwarves or orcs, but dressed in leather or flannel.

“I take it not everyone here is employed in those factories though,” Kris said.

“Of course,” Alana held out her arms, “you pump government money into a place and a whole economic ecosystem blooms.”

We crossed a street toward a group of people who stood out to me for how normal they were dressed. Their jeans and knitted sweaters might not have been enough by themselves to draw my attention, but as a group they were all clustered on one street corner, holding pamphlets they were eagerly trying to hand out to passers-by.

“God needs your help,” I heard one of them say.

As we got closer I noticed all of them wore matching necklaces that featured a bulky wooden cross. Each cross had some relief carved into it to make it look as though it was wrapped in vines. Some of them had supplemented this by taking actual pieces of greenery or even flowers and coiling these around their crosses.

Examining this caused me to inadvertently make eye contact with one of them. “God needs your help,” the young, fresh-faced man said as he thrust a yellow pamphlet toward me. “God’s victory isn’t assured without us. You can do something. God needs your help.”

Right away I broke eye-contact and sped up my pace, doing my best to ignore this person. Several others in the group offered out their little folded papers toward us, but I think some cold stares from Logan got them holding back from a full assault.

After we were a little ways down the street, and the proselytizers had moved on to harassing others, I risked a look backward at them. “What the heck was that?” I asked.

Logan stopped in his tracks and gave me an incredulous stare. I wasn’t sure how to respond to this and so just stood there myself, staring back, perplexed. Logan tossed his hands, then turned and walked back toward the street corner.

A girl there saw him coming and smiled broadly. “God needs your help,” she said as she offered a pamphlet toward him. It looked like she was about to start into a longer spiel, but Logan did not give her a chance. With a quick, violent motion, he snatched the pamphlet from her hand and then rapidly spun around. She started to speak, but he was already hurrying away.

I watched as he caught back up with us. He thrust the pamphlet into my chest. I caught it as Logan let go and continued walking.

“Uh, okay,” I said.

I looked down at the paper I held, a single yellow sheet folded into thirds. Their apparent slogan, ‘God needs your help’ was written across the front top.

I was about to start reading further, but then realized we had arrived at our destination. Instead I folded the pamphlet in half and stuffed it into my pant-leg pocket.

Up a flight of stairs we found ourselves at the entrance to a nightclub. There was pounding music coming from inside, up a further flight of narrow stairs, and a pair of bouncers in the entry landing. They stared darkly at all of us, then one gave a single nod to Alana, and we proceeded.

Inside I found the place to be some kind of narrow, vertical club, with balconies and stairwells crisscrossing up into high rafters. I had no idea what this converted space had been before, but now it was a series of dance floors with checkered floor patterns at various levels. There was a crowd, more of the oddly dressed and painted people like we had seen outside, and music that was mostly just a thrumming beat that I felt more than heard.

Alana led us up more stairs, the sound fading to something less painful as we ascended. At last we arrived at a circular booth tucked away in a far corner of this vertical space. Three people sat at the booth already, all of them looking up with expressions that seemed surprised at first before fading into a restrained suspicion.

The three consisted of a tall, muscular girl with close crop blond hair; a short, slight man with long dark hair, and a markedly androgynous figure with different colored spirals and what looked to me like Native American symbols painted on their face.

Alana and Charlotte slid into the booth next to the androgynous shaman, while the rest of us pulled up seats along the table’s open side. Alana set about introducing all of us to Bridget, the blond, Alphonse, the short guy, and Rihann. We got some curt nods and hard stares in greetings, and Logan scowled in turn.

This was followed by an uncomfortable silence. The pulsing of the nightclub music below was still loud enough to impede quiet conversation anyway, but the stares or avoided stares around the table still felt awkward to me.

“So,” Bridget said at last in a throaty voice. “You have a cure for the Red Plague?”

Logan grimaced heavily at this, then tried to hide it by bracing his elbows on the table, his chin on his hands, and turning toward Kris.

“We do,” she said. Unable to lower her voice and still be heard over the music, she instead glanced over her shoulders, seeing we were alone on this particular balcony, then leaned forward onto the table and spoke as low as she could. “We’d like to keep that on the down low, though.”

This got a questioning eyebrow raise from Bridget.

“We don’t have a lot of it,” Kris said, “and I don’t want to cause some kind of panic or riot if word got out.”

“To say nothing of drawing attention of the authorities.”

“There is that too,” Logan said.

“Well fortunately for all of us,” Rihann spoke in a voice as androgynous as their look, “there aren’t any cases of GTV here in the commerce zone.”

“That’s because they dump anybody who has it out at county,” Alana said.

“The point still stands.”

“The commerce zone?” Kris asked.

“That’s what they call this particular special economic zone,” Alana said.

“Who knows why everyone’s gotta have a different name for ‘em,” Bridget shrugged.

This discussion, I noticed, had Logan anxiously stirring in his seat. Now he dropped his arms onto the table and leaned out over it. “So Alana tells us you guys have a place we might crash for a while.”

“And she tells us you are working with Ethan,” Bridget said.

“We are. He hired me to deliver an armored truck to some people out west.”

“Except the word is Ethan has had to go into hiding.”

“I’m sure. We were there when the GSA came. They would have snagged him and the package if I hadn’t gotten a warning to him and gotten the truck out of there.”

“How did they find him in the first place?”

At this question I swallowed hard but otherwise managed to keep a neutral face.

“There was a pastor,” Logan said, “Ethan was working with. The GSA got interested in him, led them to Ethan’s place. Pastor might have been the one they were actually after.”

“What happened to this pastor?” Alana asked.

“Don’t know. Disappeared. Maybe they nabbed him.”

Bridget let out an exasperated sigh as she turned to look among her comrades.

“Look,” Alana said, “they didn’t have to cure my father. They could have kept going right on through to Chicago.”

Bridget scowled. “You want us to trust them because they cured a Nationalist stooge of the disease he helped release?”

“I’d like you to trust us because I’m willing to trust you,” Kris said, bringing all eyes around the table onto herself. She paused, letting everyone look at her deep, expectant stare. “We wouldn’t be here if we weren’t trusting in you.”

I sensed hesitation all around their side of the table, as if they wanted to object but could not quite bring themselves to do so. At last Bridget looked across at Alana. “You’re sure they’re working for the Resistance.”

“They have the GTV treatment, I’m sure of that. They’re not GSA, for sure.”

“What makes you say that,” Rihann asked.

“They’ve got a couple black guys with them. One of them married to a white woman. Since when does the GSA set up a ruse like that? Also,” she gestured toward Kris. “You gonna tell me these are GSA stooges?”

Bridget examined us, her gaze focused more intensely on me than Kris. I kept my face as neutral as I could as I stared back.

“How many people are in your group, exactly?” Rihann asked.

“Ten,” Kris said, and I could see Logan wince a little even as he tried to cover this.

“There are ten of you delivering this package?” Bridget asked.

“I’m the one delivering the package,” Logan said. “The others wanted to head west for their own reasons.”

“We’ve just been sticking together so far,” Kris quickly added. “For safety.”

“Do all these people know about your package?” Bridge leaned forward some as she asked. “About what’s in it?”

I watched Logan clench his eyes at this question. “They do,” Kris said.

This got another heavy sigh from Bridget, who turned to face across at Alana. “That’s a lot of people.”

“I know.”

“We sure it wouldn’t be safer to get ‘em some supplies and just send them onward right away?”

“You know the rumors as well as I do,” Alana shrugged. “For what it’s worth my dad confirmed them. He thinks if the Resistance can hold out another six months the feds won’t be able to stop us at all.”

All of the others perked up some at this, staring wide-eyed at Alana.

“That’s literally what he said,” Charlotte leaned in next to her sister. “He said in six months or a year there may be no federal government left.”

“You believe him?” Rihann asked.

Alana nodded decisively. “I do. I believe the rumors about the latest operation in Asia too. I think we need to hold this package until the holidays, no matter how hot it is. After that it’ll be a clear shot down Freedom Road.”

Bridget paused and contemplated this, then turned to the short man next to her, Alphonse, who had said nothing so far. He continued this practice, instead just returning her stare.

“I’m sorry to be such a burden,” Kris said.

“It’s what we’re here for,” Rihann said. “If we’re not helping move goods and people for the Resistance than we might as well be just another bunch of right-wing collaborators.”

“Are you going to be able to put us all up for that long?” Kris asked. “I notice it looks like housing around here is at a premium.”

“Fortunately that’s exactly what we’re set up to do,” Alana said. She paused, then cracked a smile. “We run a homeless shelter and food bank.”

“You guys do?” Logan asked in surprise.

“Somebody’s gotta do it,” Rihann said.

“Do you have a large homeless population in the city?” Kris asked.

“Oh, of course.”

“I’m sorry, I guess I’m surprised because I would have thought the local security would kick anybody living on the street out of the commerce zone.”

“Oh, they do,” Bridget said. “All the time. But they all just drift back in.”

“Why come into the commerce zone though?” Charlotte asked.

“They come to work.”

“I thought they were homeless.”

“They’re homeless, not unemployed.”

Charlotte tilted her head in confusion. “So they work in the commerce zone but don’t have anywhere to live?”

“Welcome to real life, princess.”

“The city is unaffordable,” Alana said to her sister. “Commuting is unaffordable. There are no jobs outside the city. What options are left?”

“Outside the city the lack of jobs is the least of your problems,” Logan said. “Go out far enough and there isn’t even consistent electricity or food deliveries.”

“He’s right,” Bridget nodded. “So people cram into the commerce zone. Some of them can’t get any place to stay so end up homeless. Others get apartments or dorms but then can’t afford groceries. So we have a shelter and a food bank.”

Charlotte looked around at everyone, trying to hide her surprise at this, then at last turned to stare at her lap.

“Char,” Alana said. “Is it really that hard to believe?”

“I guess not. I just, actually, yes it is. People are working but still can’t afford food? That’s, it’s, I mean, in America?”

“That’s another part of corporate strategy,” Bridget said. “Save money by paying your workers poverty wages and leave it to the government or charities to pick up the bill to keep them alive.”

Charlotte slowly sighed and turned away.

“Well,” Kris said, “I hate to be taking space away from a homeless shelter . . .”

“You won’t be,” Bridget said. “We have some space in the warehouse where we can set you up.”

“Your cars should be able to fit in there too,” Alana said. “We’ll just need your help to rearrange stuff.”

“Oh, okay. Of course.”

There was a pause in the conversation after that, everyone looking around as if expecting someone else to speak.

“So is that it then?” I asked. “We’re good? We’re doing this?”

“You guys know my opinion,” Alana said to her cohorts.

Bridget glanced at the other two, then turned to us. “I guess we are. Welcome to the Resistance.”

 

 

 


 

 

 

 

 

Interlude 2 

 


 

God Needs Your Help

There is a battle going on for control of the World, with God the Father on one side and, arrayed against Him, a host of devils, elemental demons, dark faeries, supernatural evils. God cannot defeat them all on his own. He needs your help.

 

You might think God is all-powerful and does not need your help. But ask yourself this: Can God create an object so massive He cannot move it? You can answer yes or no, but either way you have admitted to a limit to God’s power. God’s power is great, definitely, and compared to a single mortal it is so big it might as well be infinite, but that is not the same as being truly infinite. God is powerful, and with Him all things are possible, but that does not mean us humans do not have an important role to play, one that will determine not only our fate but the fate of God and all else that is good and light and love.

 

There are great powers working against God, and nothing in is guaranteed. Our power as mortals is small, but if we work together, our small contributions can add up to things that will help swing the battle in favor of God and of light.

 

The Millennium

Many people think we are living at the End Times, and that the world will soon end and the Millennium and the time or tribulation will begin. What they don’t realize is that the Millennium began long ago. Is not the Millennium marked by the creation of God’s Kingdom on Earth? Is not America that shining city upon the hill? There are those that would cast America down as a failure, but if we have had any failings it is in not living up to what we were meant to be. Our great nation was founded in a world of tyrants and oppression and slavery, and those were the only things the world had known for as long as anyone could remember. How was it that something totally new could be created except by a Divine Spirit. Jesus Christ returned to the world in the same way He left, not in physical form, but in spirit, and it was that spirit that came over the founders when they cast off tyranny and founded a nation based on liberty and justice, and it came over the nation again when slavery was cast off and America experienced a new birth of freedom.

America may not be perfect, because we are not perfect, but just as God forgives us as individuals, so is forgiveness possible for nations. Our redemption comes now as we build a culture of Life that brings us ever closer to the light of God, even as God himself retreats from the World.

 

Ancient Elemental Demons

Our time of tribulation has seen the awakening of ancient demons. Fossil fuels are a black, fiery substance filled with a magical energy, extracted from deep within the Earth. How did we not see long ago that they are evil, the abode of demons and evil elemental spirits? We have unleashed these toxic forces, burned their prisons and set them loose upon our World, and they in turn seek to spread toxins and reshape our Earthly paradise into a scorching Hell.

 

Dark Faeries

Since the creation, the world has been populated by evil faeries and other malicious spirits who are intangible and can only affect our World when humans give them a home. No home for them has ever been better than the internet. It is a place as intangible as them, and they are more at home in cyberspace than us flesh and blood mortals. This is why the internet has become such an awful place, filled with all the mischief and evil of faeries. Does not the internet deliver all those things once warned about in faerie tales? Where some faeries may once have stolen away children and replaced them with doppelgangers, now there are identify thieves. Where faeries may once have tempted mortals with visions of delights or riches, there is now clickbait and spam. Where trolls may have once harassed those that come pass their bridges, now they harass any that pass their message boards. Lies, mischief, and cruel tricks are the stock and trade of faeries across the internet.

 

Toxic Spirits

While Christ fights to fill with world with the spirit of His Light, there are others, Devils and other evil beings, who fight to pollute our world with a spirit of toxicity. These Devils spread toxic chemicals to our bodies and toxic morality to our souls. They fill our food with artificial substances and pollute our world with smogs and plastics to poison us. At the same time they fill our culture with toxic ideas, teaching people to worship greed and pay homage to material possession. The greatest invention of these devils and the cause of so much suffering is the humans in of capitalism, a false religion that proclaims greed to be good. How could we ever have seen something that exalts one of the seven deadly sins and think it anything other than an abomination? Capitalism worships the accrual of profit at any cost, even the well-being or other Human Beings, who become mere things, our bodies to be a dumping ground of poison, our minds to be pumped full or wickedness. It is the ultimate expression of cruelty, sin, and evil, and it empowers devils to poison our world.

 

Hauntings

All of this evil has forced God to withdraw from the world. We know from Scripture that God once dwelled in temples and High Places on Earth, and was such a part of our World that He could manifest physically in the form of His son, Jesus Christ. In later times though God’s presence was lighter, allowing His creation to run its course. Since the tribulation He has been overwhelmed, withdrawing from Earth altogether and retreating to His natural abode in the Sun, like God the source of light and life, as well as incredible power, but also of terrible, burning wrath.

 

With God so withdrawn the gates of Heaven have since been closed. As a thorough reading of Scripture shows, there is no Hell, and punishment by Satan and banishment into his dark realm is reserved solely for those who make pacts with devils. For the rest, all the dead since the time of Millennium began, there is no place to go, and so they are left to wander the Earth. In the early twentieth century there were many who took to performing seances to contact the dead, something that could not have happened in earlier times. Since then we have created so many more places for spirits to reside. Often the dead take up residence in places or physical objects that were important in their lives. How many new places have people claimed and things been built in the last hundred years? Who has not felt the spirit of a past loved one when looking through old mementos or visiting favorite places?

 

Some among the dead strive to help the living, while others wait in their terrible limbo for a time when God will return and passage to a true Afterlife, in whatever level of Heaven God judges to place them, can at last open.

 

Radiance

So what can we mortals do in the face of these powerful evils? Though our world is lit only by the light of a distant God, hope is not lost. God’s radiance continues to shine down, reminding us each day that He stands ready to return, to join us in a final battle just so long as we make His return possible. How do we do that? By fighting back all the evil we have released. It is us who have unleashed these elemental demons upon the world, us who make homes and playgrounds for evil faeries, us who are corrupted by the toxins and lies of devils, and it us who can stop all of those things.

 

There are many ways to fight back, and you may find your are doing so already. Some seek a path of wellness, using modern methods to purify the body and rid it of the toxins of our polluted world. Some have withdrawn from the online world, not allowing faeries and devils to poison them and use them as play things. Still others have turned to more ancient arts, relying on the power of astrology, tarot, crystals and other energy sources, to drive off these supernatural terrors or else bring succor to the great mass of spirits that must linger on in past their time in our world.

 

The important thing to remember is that you are not alone in this. There are many of us who have taken up this fight, knowing that God’s light shines down on us still, even from his remove. If we can beat back these evil forces God will return in strength, and the faithful will be rewarded when He provides us with ever more of His power. If we succeed, God will once again walk the Earth and dwell in Holy Places, and His full strength will be brought to bear against all the darkness that surrounds us. God will do everything He can to reclaim the Earth for His children, but God cannot accomplish this alone. He needs our help.

 

 


 

I flipped over the yellow pamphlet in my hands, folding and unfolding it, examining it as if the paper itself were some strange alien object. It had remained tucked in my pocket for several hectic days, remembered on occasion but then forgotten again, before I at last managed to sit down and read the thing.

I unfolded it and looked at it again, a single piece of paper, printed on both sides, folded into thirds. I found myself puzzled as much by its odd choice of font and grammatical errors as by its metaphors and message. Its proselytizing seemed shallow and forgettable, yet I found it somehow haunting, and I tried to ponder what about this thing unnerved me. Perhaps it was nothing to do with the pamphlet itself, or its message, as the simple fact that I had noticed so many ivy-woven crosses, or crosses with sunbursts in the middle, on necklaces the last few days.

I kept staring as if there were more insight to be gained before at last folding it up and shoving it back in with my collection of Kris’ musings.

I blinked a few times then, my vision having gotten a little hazy from reading in the low light, and looked up and about.

The shelter our Resistance patrons ran was based in an old warehouse space, really nothing more than a big, lofty, concrete room, its extremities left in shadow by the limited overhead lighting. There was a pair of large roll up doors in the front, a rusty forklift in the far corner, and a side office that had been partly converted into a kitchen.

The dinner rush had wound down and the expansive room grown quiet. I had wandered over to the far side of the warehouse, sitting down on a crate with my back to the wall while I read. In front of me this end of the warehouse was filled with assorted picnic tables and dining tables from various restaurants. A serving line was set up near the door to the side office, though with the crowd thinning out nobody was manning this now.

To my left there was a pile of crates and boxes that we had helped create over the past couple days. It stood a couple stories tall and ran down the middle of the warehouse, dividing its back half into what felt like two rooms. In one of the alcoves created by this crate pile there were a series of old office cubicles. Each of these had a cot and a little table inside and a makeshift curtain hung across its entrances.

The demand for these was pretty high, and soon there would be a new rush as people gathered in hopes of claiming one. Currently stanchions marked them as ‘closed for cleaning’, as they always did until Bridget came along promptly each evening to open them up.

The other alcove was now ours. The crates and pallets once scattered there were now consolidated into a nice pile. The Fischers pickup was parked near the roll-up door, its bed loaded with trash we needed to haul away, since apparently the city no longer did that kind of thing. Further back our corner was dominated by the Beast. It was parked perpendicular to the entrance, placing Lucas’ front door on the far side, out of view. More importantly it also concealed, in the very back corner of the room, our armored truck.

I caught myself staring as I thought about the ‘package’, as our hosts always referred to it, that was hidden back there, and I consciously turned away. There were always a lot of people coming through here on any given day, which had left Logan paranoid about our vehicles just sitting out there, and in turn that paranoia was rubbing off on me. Nobody had said anything, other than off-hand remarks about the place getting rearranged and reorganized. Still, Logan was insistent we do as little as possible to draw attention to ourselves and our cargo.

With that in mind I got up and headed back across the warehouse toward the side offices, drawing a few looks from the remnants of the dinner crowd. When we first came to stay in a homeless shelter I had expected the people who would be here to look like vagrants, dirty and unshaven with clothes falling apart and an unpleasant stench. It turned out most of those that came here were better dressed and well kept that we were. It was families that most often showed up, the parents wearing their corporate logo jumpsuits underneath nice jackets, the kids bundled up in scarves and sweaters. They seem to treat these trips like a special evening out. On their day off, and because of the staggered schedules at the factories there was always a large number of people off on any given day, they would head over to the nearby superstore, let the kids hang out at its virtual reality setup or playpen or the park outside, then in the evening cruise over for dinner at this soup kitchen.

Beyond the line of food tables were the doors leading into the converted kitchen, where I found Jake, Charlotte, and a few of the Resistance members, cleaning and doing dishes.

In the few days we had been here we had already fallen into routine. I think I was the only one not surprised by how much work it took to keep this place running. So much of operating a shelter involved cleaning. Bridget and Alphonse, now with help from Lucas and Grant, kept a laundromat down the street in business with the bed sheets they brought over each day. The Alfas and the Fischers, meanwhile, were constantly in the kitchen, cleaning up from the last meal or cooking for the next one. I personally had done much of the reorganization of the main warehouse space, including getting to drive the rusty, temperamental forklift.

I briefly tried to make myself useful in the kitchen, only to find in that crowded space I was just in the way. Instead I slipped out to the front. The area, and a few small side offices, had been converted into a small medical clinic, run by Rihann, now with help from Kris and myself.

Out here I found Logan, Lucas, Veronica, Ian, and the Fischers gathered around the large front conference table. Alphonse stood nearby with the mail, a pile of physical envelopes, that he was going through.

“Greg,” Lucas looked up at me as I entered. “Have you gotten your commerce zone ID yet?”

“I, um,” I hesitated and glanced around at the table. “I thought we all got them. Aren’t they loaded on those tablets that Alana gave us before we came here?”

“They are,” Logan said.

“Uh, okay. I haven’t connected my mobile since we got here so I haven’t linked it there, if that’s what you mean.”

“They should be mailing you all physical cards,” Alphonse said. Those sitting around the table held up little grey cards to indicate they had there’s.

“Oh. Okay, I didn’t realize. No, I haven’t gotten mine.”

He nodded as he went back to looking at the pile of mail. “Those are the only ones here. I don’t know why they didn’t all show up at the same time. I guess we give it another few days.”

“Hannah got hers yesterday,” Brandon said with a shrug.

Alphonse shook his head. “Bureaucracy. Who knows.”

“So what are these now, exactly?” I stepped forward to look at Lucas’ card.

“Commerce zone ID,” Alphonse said. “Technically you don’t need one unless you’re going to work or buy something in the commerce zone. Or if you’re going out through a checkpoint.”

“They don’t even have pictures on them.” I flipped over the grey plastic card Lucas had handed me, one side blank, the other with just some numbers and a visible embedded chip.

“They don’t have our real names either,” Lucas said.

I looked at him askance as I handed back the card. “How do you even know that one’s yours then?”

“I matched the numbers with the electronic IDs we have,” Alphonse said. “The pictures are in the database. They’ll come up if someone scans the card.”

“Where did you get pictures of us?” Logan asked.

“They don’t have your real pictures either. In fact, most of the fields are left blank.”

“Are these gonna pass any kind of scrutiny then?”

“The important thing is that there aren’t any tags in the system for them. That’s all the guards ever check. If no tags come up they don’t bother pulling up your picture or information.”

Logan grimaced and ground his teeth. “That’s not reassuring.”

“Just don’t get into any trouble,” Alphonse flashed a sly smile, then shrugged. “If they do pull up your information, tell them your data must have been lost in the last network crash. They’ll just tell you to go down and get it renewed. Or if you want you could apply for a real card. You just need your Real ID, and pay a fee, but then they’ll have your real name and picture on file.”

“Would there be any advantage to doing that?” I asked. “Other than if we do get in trouble?”

“If we get in trouble we’re fucked anyway,” Logan said. “Definitely let’s not give anybody here our Real IDs.”

“Are we gonna be using these at all?” I asked.

“If you pass through checkpoints,” Alphonse said, “or if you go to buy anything.”

“Couldn’t we just pay with cash?”

He shook his head. “Nope. Everything here works in corporate script. You get that loaded onto your card and use it to buy stuff.”

“Script?” Crazy Ian asked.

“The local corporate currency.”

He still looked confused. “Corporate currency?”

“In the special economic zones,” Veronica said, “they use corporate issued money instead of standard currency.”

“Really?”

“Have you not been shopping with us?”

“No, I’ve been avoiding going out.”

“We tried loading script on Hannah’s card,” Brandon said, “since she got hers first.”

“It worked,” Hannah said. “I was able to buy stuff with it.”

“So I’m still confused what this script stuff is,” Ian said.

“It’s a typical racket,” Veronica told him. “You can buy corporate script with regular money but not the other way around, unless you go to the black market. All the places in this, whatever, commerce zone, will only accept script, so that’s what you’re stuck with.”

“How very robber baron of them all.”

“The local bank here is Chase,” Alphonse said, “so it’s Chase script, if that makes a difference to ya. My advise, don’t buy more of the stuff than you need.”

“Is that by chance because it’s useless outside this commerce zone,” Ian said.

“Uh-huh. Well, unless you go to another special economic zone that uses Chase, which there are a few of around.”

“I think for now we should not get any more,” Logan said. “Keep all the purchases on Hannah’s card and the rest of us can avoid ever having to use ours.”

“Thanks,” Hannah said sarcastically.

“It can be someone else if you prefer, let’s just minimize our interactions with the system around here, right?”

From the doorway into the warehouse there was a motion, and we all turned to see Charlotte poking her head through. “Hey folks, could I borrow some of y’all for a bit?”

Logan, Ian, Lucas, and Veronica all got up to go help with this latest task. I considered following, but I was feeling stuffy from the kitchen heat. Instead I wandered out the front door into the cool evening.

At one time the warehouse’s office area had been a little one story annex attached to the side of the larger box building. Now that annex was crowned with a cheap wooden add-on structure whose roof slanted heavily, making it look like a lean-to against the taller concrete warehouse. Access to this space was by ladder only, or by hidden rope ladder escape out the back.

Out front I turned and looked up at this cheap crowning. Normally it was the living space for the shelter staff members who lived on site, like Alana and Rihann. Now it was crammed full with several of us taking up space as well. The cramped rooms up there made me glad I was back to sleeping in the front seat of the Beast.

I saw that there were no lights on in the windows upstairs, meaning everybody else, including Kris, was out. So I instead turned and headed up the street.

Dusk was settling upon the city, leaving all the tall structures around me as darkened silhouettes against a deep blue sky. My side of the street was lined with more warehouses and abandoned storefronts. On the opposite side were a series of old office buildings, several stories tall, their former glass walls replaced in most places with patches of particle board, their roofs crowned with additional stories of cheap plywood. Further down there was a parking garage, the openings in its sides sealed up with more cheap particle board to convert the structure into even more cheap housing.

At the end of the block the abandoned warehouses gave way to a more imposing feature of the special economic zones that I had heard called ‘Stacks’ or sometimes ‘the Stacks.’ Before coming here I had only ever seen these on videos, which failed to convey their strange, rickety grandeur. Lax regulations meant that buildings could be made just by stacking trailers or cargo boxes or mobile homes. Tower cranes were built at the edge of trailer parks or cargo yards and then used to lift these on top of each other, an external steel skeleton welded in place around them for support as the tower grew. More such trailers were brought in to form more such stacks, or perhaps other high-rise structures would go up, filling in all the available space, until eventually the cranes themselves were expanded into weird looking tower structures. The end result was the creation of jobs and housing in the special economic zone, both of which were in demand and both of which were touted by governments at all levels as signs of success.

The area of Stacks near our warehouse looked haphazard, with towers of different height and constituent boxes crowding against each other. Exposed metal stairwells, looking like exterior fire escapes, allowed access up the epic towers to exposed walkways encircling the core of containers. As usual I saw people moving among the Stacks, climbing the stairs or even crossing along makeshift plank bridges between towers that did not look like part of the initial design. The whole thing looked like a frightening death maze.

Before quite reaching the Stacks themselves I turned and crossed the street. This end of the block was dominated by a superstore. It sat at the center of what had once been a little shopping complex, and was now the center of the local community. There was a nice, if small, park out front in what had once been the parking lot, filled now with picnic tables, a little playground, and dead grass.

From the front it appeared as if the superstore was the only open store in the plaza, everything else looking dark, with darkened or missing signs out front and boarded-up or bricked over windows. Inside though I knew I could find doorways that were clearly knocked out through former solid walls as the store accreted subsidiaries over its life. This superstore had a cafeteria that had once been some fast-food restaurant on one side, and had taken over a movie theater on the other. Part of that movie theater still served its original function, though all the movies it showed were either low-grade, wannabe action blockbusters that were really just propaganda pieces out of strange little movie houses in Texas; pretentious independent films from Europe; or re-releases of much older fare. Meanwhile some of the former theaters had been converted into other things, including a slightly more upscale restaurant, a dive bar, and a virtual reality arcade.

I knew I could also likely find much of my group over here. Kris, in particular, liked to come over to this center of the community, even as Logan admonished against showing our faces in public too much. Others ignored him as well, liking to wander over in search of deals.

The hunt for bargains was also part of what made going to this particular store such a weird experience. Certain section looked like what I would call normal, well stocked with reasonable prices, even if those prices were in the weird corporate script currency. Other sections of the store looked looted, with empty shelves and little collected assortments of final sale, last piece items. There was also a back section, walled off with bars like some kind of miniature prison, that operated like a pawnshop and featured items whose price had skyrocketed. There seemed no logic to what was available and what was scarce, and the normal versus wasteland sections seemed to reshuffle every couple days.

I looked around, thinking I maybe should check out the theater first, when I saw Kris rushing toward me. “Oh good, Greg,” she said. “We need your help. Come with us.”

Trailing right behind her were Alana, Bridget, and a local girl I did not recognize. This new girl kept her head down, allowing long hair to droop across her face, as she walked.

Before I could ask what was happening, or even had a chance to say ‘hi,’ I was swept along with the rest of them. Kris rushed at a brisk walk out of the store and back into the chill evening.

“What’s going on?” I managed to ask from the back of the group. They all just ignored me, instead turning to check on the new girl, who lagged a little back. She glanced at me, and I flashed a smile that got no response.

We got back to the Resistance shelter. In the front clinic area Alphonse was the only one still around, still going through the physical mail. He looked up at the group entering, then quickly gathered up the papers in front of him and scooted out into the main warehouse.

I stood at the door and watched, growing more confused, as the girls I had been following all rushed into the bathroom. Bridget turned to me as they went and said, “wait here,” though I was doing nothing but standing and staring. As soon as Bridget herself had entered though Alana slipped back out and stepped over to stand in front of me.

At first she did not say anything either. I looked back and forth between her and the bathroom door with an apprehensive and perplexed stare. Finally she drew in a long breath, glanced back at the bathroom door herself, than took a step in close toward me.

“We’re about to perform an illegal abortion,” she said at barely a whisper.

I looked over the much shorter woman toward the bathroom door again, keeping my expression neutrally confused. “Are there legal abortions in this state?” I also adopted a hushed tone.

“No.”

“Okay,” I nodded. I continued to stare ahead, my mind spinning at the situation. “Why do you need me?”

Alana was about to say something, but instead just sighed and turned away. She hesitated like that, than moved to take a seat at the central conference table.

I continued to stand, feeling ever more baffled by the situation. That someone might come to the Resistance for an abortion did not seem surprising, but I could not grasp at all why Kris had said she needed my help. How I could be of any help, in any capacity whatsoever, in this situation had my mind racing and spinning and struggling to keep up even as nothing was happening.

A few minutes later Kris emerged from the bathroom. She came over to stand in front of me, meeting my confused look with the most intense version of her stare. Despite this I held her gaze, too befuddled to be intimidated.

“So,” Kris said, “the girl in there is named Cindy.”

“Okay,” I said neutrally.

“She needs an abortion.”

I paused for a beat, waiting to see if she would say more. “Okay.”

Kris again hesitated, staring at me with her bright gaze, just the same as she had when I first asked about her writings, back when I was a guard and she was in prison. I had thought the look one of annoyance or defiance, but now saw something more like pleading, like she was trying to stare me down into understanding.

“It’s not your place to ask,” Alana said.

“I, uh, what?” I turned to her.

“It’s not your place to ask why Cindy is getting an abortion.”

“Um, okay. I didn’t ask.”

“You were thinking it.”

“I, um,” I stammered, thrown off by this jarring interruption. “Actually I wasn’t.”

“She has a kid already, you know,” Alana said.

“Okay.”

“Don’t act like you weren’t standing there judging her.”

“Uh, well, okay.” I paused, glanced at Kris, got the words straight in my head. “I really wasn’t. I was standing here wondering how in the world I could be of any help.”

Alana ground her jaw as she stared at me, then looked away. Kris regarded her with a sign, then turned back to me.

“So, Greg, we’ve got the drugs we’ll need, and some extra medical supplies, in the armored truck.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. There’s actually a lot more medicine than just the GTV serum in there.”

“Do you need me to go get it?”

“No,” she smiled wanly at this. “I got it. I’m gonna administer the drugs tonight. They’ll induce a miscarriage. If all goes well, she’ll be laid up here tonight, then she’ll be on her way and we won’t need you.”

“Okay,” I said.

“There is a chance though,” Kris said, then paused. She placed one hand on my chest, up near the shoulder. I felt myself become involuntarily tense, and my mind struggled not to become hyper-focused on this sudden moment of contact. “There’s a chance of complications. If that happens she may have to go to the hospital.”

When Kris paused again I realized I was looking at her hand. I turned back to meet her eyes straight on and said, “okay.”

“If that happens, I need you to take her, and pretend to be her husband.”

“I, um, wait, what?”

“An abortion using medication can’t be distinguished from a naturally occurring miscarriage. So when women come in with complications like this there’ll be questions.”

“There will?”

“Yes. A lot. At least, that’s how it was for me.”

“Oh. Um, I’m sorry.”

Kris took her hand away, holding both her arms to herself now and staring down at the floor. I wanted to reach out and hug her, and was actually about to when I caught myself. “So, um, what questions, exactly?” I asked.

“Personal ones. About her, her family, her knowledge of the pregnancy. If she comes in alone they’ll be questioning her directly, regardless of what condition she’s in. They might even interfere with actually treating her.”

“The doctors will question her instead of treating her?”

“No, it won’t be the doctors questioning her. It’ll be GSA agents.”

“What?” We had been speaking in low tones this whole time, but this I blurted out at almost a shout.

“They monitor hospitals,” Kris said, her gaze still somewhere else. “They know women use these drugs on their own sometimes, so they monitor hospitals for any signs of miscarriage.”

“Really?”

“Where have you been dude?” Alana said to me.

“Sorry, I, um,” I stammered to a stop.

“It’s okay,” Kris said, meeting my gaze again. “It’s what happened to me. That’s why we need you to go. If she shows up with her ‘husband’ they’ll be less suspicious, and they’ll question him instead. You’ll need to pretend like this was a wanted pregnancy, like something suddenly went wrong out of nowhere and so you brought her in. If you can you’ll need to act kind of distraught. Can you do that?”

Had anybody else been asking I might have hesitated in evaluating my acting abilities. Instead I just gave a concise nod. “Yes.”

Kris nodded herself. “Good. I’m gonna go get what I need now. You should take a moment to talk to Cindy, make sure you’ve got your stories straight, just in case.”

With that Kris headed out into the warehouse. I watched her go, then turned to Alana. She was fidgeting with some junk mail Alphonse had left on the table, but then felt my stare and turned to me.

“So, uh, should I?” I pointed to the bathroom door.

“Give ‘em a moment.”

“Okay.” I glanced around, then moved over to the table myself. Once there though I hesitated to sit down.

“You’re still wondering, aren’t you?” Alana asked.

“Um, well, actually I was wondering if people normally come to you guys for this kind of thing.”

She looked back down at the table even as she nodded. “Yeah. Cindy was asking around at the pharmacy. They sometimes can get illicit drugs. But the guy there, the assistant or whatever, he’s down with us, he knows to call me if somebody comes asking for something like this.”

“You have a supply of this medicine then?”

“Intermittently.”

I nodded, fell silent, and took a seat.

“Hopefully this will all go fine,” Alana said, “and you won’t have to do anything.”

“Have you ever had problems before?” I asked. “I mean, with anybody that’s come to you before?”

“Usually we just give them the drugs and let them go home. We never find out what happens. There was one woman who had problems, came back here a day later. She had a fever and kept throwing up. Rihann said we needed to get her to the hospital, but she refused to go, and I wasn’t going to force her.”

I paused before asking, “so what happened?”

Alana looked away and did not respond at first. “We hid the body,” she said. “I couldn’t risk bringing any investigation down on us or this location.”
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THE PROPHET AMY

1

A vision concerning the United States of America.

Hear me, humans everywhere, and listen those who claim to know freedom. You are children so pampered, reared in such luxury, but you rebel against your birthright. America does not know, does not understand.

Woe to the prideful nation, a people whose guilt is great, a brood of evildoers, children given to corruption! They have forsaken their liberty; they have spurned their reason and turned their backs on enlightenment. Why do you persist? Your whole head is fogged, your whole heart afflicted.

The multitude of your thoughts and prayers, what are they to the uncaring universe? Do you think yourself so important as to make demands of god? Do you think a god would take pleasure in hearing your whining? To whatever created all the universe in the first instant, that set all in motion, what are your thanks to such a being? Stop bringing meaningless prayers! They have become a burden to us all; those in need are weary of bearing them. 

Who do you help when you spread out your hands in prayer? Who is made whole by your words when your praying hands are covered in blood!

For reason has made it plain to see. The fullness of justice has been perverted, liberty is debased, freedom is sold at auction. Your leaders are grifters, partners with thieves; they all love bribes and chase after gifts. They do not defend the cause of the oppressed; the poor do not come before them.

You will be ashamed because of the violence in which you have delighted; you will be disgraced because of the seeds that you have planted. You will be like a garden without water. The mighty nation will become tinder and its work a spark; both will burn together, with no one to quench the fire.

 

2

Do not hesitate to speak! America has gone rotten. What produced freedom and liberty before now yields oppression and injustice. The soil is depleted and must lay fallow; a wasteland it has become of briers and thorns. No good will come of it now; no new planting will yield liberty.

Woe to you who add money to money and join wealth to wealth till none is left and you live isolated. Reason declares that surely no thing is eternal, and great houses will one day become desolate, the fine mansions left without occupants.

Woe to those who hustle all their days, who rise early and stay up late in their pursuit of the material. They have great houses and banquets, food and cars and clothes, but they have no regard for the deeds of those who support them, no respect for the work of humble hands.

Woe to those who acquit the guilty for a bribe, but deny justice to the innocent.

Woe to those who draw cords of deceit, to those who say, “Let god’s judgement come; let him hasten his work; for surely we are righteous and will be deemed pure before god.” 

Woe to those who cast off reason for ignorance, who blind themselves until they cannot tell evil from good, darkness from light, bitter from sweet.

Therefore death expands its jaws. Into it will descend the rich and the arrogant and all their enablers and sycophants. So people will be brought low and humbled. Those that are trod upon, that receive no justice, do so only as long as they think they must, and when they no longer believe, they will arise and seize the justice denied them. They will growl like lions as they seize their prey and carry it off with no one to rescue. In that day they will roar over it like the roaring of the sea. And if one looks at the land, there is only darkness and distress. Then sheep will graze among the ruins of the rich.

 

3

Woe to those who make unjust laws, to those who issue oppressive decrees, to deprive the poor of their rights and withhold justice from the oppressed, making widows their prey and robbing the fatherless. What will you do on the day of reckoning, when disaster comes from afar? To whom will you run for help? Where will you leave your riches? Nothing will remain but to cringe among the captives or fall among the slain.

In that day the remnant of America will no longer rely on the wealth that struck them down but will truly rely on themselves and their Reason. A remnant will return to the promise of liberty. Though your wealth be like the stars in the sky, America, only a remnant will be left. Destruction is coming, overwhelming and complete.
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I thought long and meditated on this, and in my dreams the wasted garden haunted. “Woe to me!” I cried. “All is ruined! Who ever shall speak these truths? Who ever shall right these wrongs? For they are my sins too. I am complicit, I have watched the weeds grow and done nothing; who am I to fix now what I did not fix before?”

But who else is there? If all the people are ever hearing, but never understanding; ever seeing, but never perceiving; if their hearts are calloused; their ears dull and theirs eyes closed; then shall noone step forward? 

For how long must one walk this walk? Until the cities lie ruined and without inhabitant, until the houses are left deserted and the fields ruined and ravaged, and the land is utterly forsaken. But as the terebinth and oak leave stumps when they are cut down, so there will be a new seed in the land.
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Nevertheless, though we walk a lonely path, there will be no more gloom. The people walking in darkness have seen a great light. They will increase in their joy; and rejoice as people rejoice at the harvest. For they will have shattered the yoke that burdens them, the bar across their shoulders, the rod of their oppressor. Every warrior’s boot used in battle and every garment rolled in blood will be destined for burning, will be fuel for the fire, and they shall beat their swords into plowshares, and their spears into pruning hooks: nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war any more.

 

6

A shoot will come up from the stump of the founders; from their roots a branch will bear fruit. The Spirit of freedom will rest on this branch, the Spirit of knowledge and understanding, the Spirit of wisdom. Humans will then judge by what they see with their eyes, and decide by what they hear with their ears; and with righteousness they will judge the needy, with justice they will give decisions for the poor of the earth. The wolf will lie down with the lamb.
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On the day the oppressed get relief from the suffering and turmoil and harsh labor forced on them, they will take up this taunt against the wealthy: How the oppressor has come to an end! How his fury has ended! It is broken, this rod of the wicked, the scepter of the rulers, which in anger struck down peoples with unceasing blows, and in fury subdued nations with relentless aggression.

All your pomp has been brought down to the grave, along with the noise of your harps; maggots are spread out beneath you and worms cover you. How you have fallen from heaven, oh spangled stars, oh dawn’s light! You have been cast down to the earth, you who once laid low the nations! You said in your heart, “I will ascend to the heavens; I will raise my throne above the stars and sit enthroned aside god, on the utmost heights.”

Those who see you stare at you, they ponder your fate: “Is this the country who shook the earth and made nations tremble, the country who made the world a wilderness, who overthrew its cities and would not let his captives go home?”
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Listen to this, America, you who take oaths in the name of the Christian god and invoke his name, but not in truth or righteousness, you who call yourselves citizens of a city upon a hill and claim to rely on the god of Christ. For it is known how stubborn you are; your neck muscles are iron, your forehead as thick as stone. You were told these things long ago; your founders set out paths of righteousness and liberty, so that you could not say, ‘My god brought them about; my symbol and illusory god ordained them.’ You have heard these things; look at them all. Will you not admit them?

You have neither heard nor understood America; from of old your ears have not been open. Well do I know how treacherous you are; you were called a rebel from birth.

Your faith and power come to naught, but you will not be destroyed completely. See, you will be refined, though not as silver; you will be tested in the furnace of affliction. 

If only you had paid attention to your own intellect and the constitution it conceived, your freedom would have been like a river, your liberty unending like the waves of the sea. But you sacrifice your freedom for the illusion of peace. Yet there is no peace for the wicked.
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Sit in silence and go in darkness, America; no more will you be called a city on a hill. The downtrodden were in your hands, yet you showed them no mercy. Even on the aged you laid a very heavy yoke. You said, ‘I am forever, the eternal liberty!’ But you did not consider your actions or reflect on what might happen.

Now then, listen, you lover of pleasure, lounging in your security and saying to yourself, ‘I am the greatest and most powerful and most righteous. I will never be an invalid or suffer poverty or loss.’ Both of these will overtake you in a moment. They will come upon you in full measure, in spite of your many preachings and all your potent thoughts and prayers. You have trusted in your wickedness and have said, ‘god favors me.’ Your belief and knowledge mislead you when you say to yourself, ‘the ultimate being of the universe is on my side, he will protect me because I offer him devotion.’ Disaster will come upon you, and you will not know how to pray it away. A calamity will fall upon you that you cannot ward off with belief; a catastrophe you cannot foresee will suddenly come upon you.

Keep on, then, with your thoughts and prayers and with your many cries of devotion, which you have labored at since childhood. Perhaps you will succeed, perhaps you will cause terror. All the counsel you have received has only worn you out! Let your preachers come forward, those superstitions you hold to, let them save you from what is coming upon you. Surely they are like stubble; the fire will burn them up. They cannot even save themselves from the power of the flame. All of them go on in their error; there is not one that can save you other than yourselves.

 

 

THE PROPHET RACHEL 

10

America mourns, its economy languishes; they wail for lost jobs, and a great cry goes up. The people grow sick with disease that could be cured but for lack of money, while the rich prosper and flaunt their wealth. Workers despair and become lost to numbing chemicals, and even the most promising youth see their talents wasted when they cannot find work.

What is to be done? Though we have prayed to our god the whole time without result, let us do so again. Surely it has done no good before, yet we can pretend it did, for to admit the truth would be to question beliefs we cannot question. Come, let us keep praying, and if something good happens we will give praise to god and claim he made it so, and if nothing good comes of it we will blame our enemies for not praying as well.

This is what reason says of this course: those who do nothing will gain nothing by it.

Do not pray for solutions to your problems. Although you may believe, your cry will not be answered. The higher powers of the universe set it in motion long ago and have no more to say on the matter. No offering or prayer, no penitence or repentance, has ever brought forth a solution.

Yet, alas! The priests keep telling America, “you will never fall. You will never suffer from war or poverty, but indeed will have lasting peace and be well if you but keep praying.”

Yet these are lies even when spoken by the well meaning. For what are prayers but just words, and what problem was solved by words alone. These priests would have you speak to beings you cannot see and claim your problems will go away without any effort. In truth they are prophesying to you false visions, divinations, idolatries and the delusions of their own minds. These same priests will meet only war and poverty, and so will all those that follow them, and they will all suffer the calamity they deserve. For when they go into the country and see those slain by war, and go into the city and see the ravages of poverty, and yet do nothing but speak soothing words while leaving war and poverty to continue, then surely war and poverty will come at last for them as well.
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Many wise and far-seeing people have written of the calamities that will befall America if it continues its ways. Yet never has America turned from its wickedness, for it revels in its ignorance and thinks its made up god will protect it.

The wise are restricted by their wisdom. When they try to speak so that people may better grasp Reason, they are instead drowned out by the cries of charlatans. When the wise take to put wisdom into the written word, their wisdom is never read, for it is overwhelmed by the childish scribblings of the willfully stupid. When the wise set about quietly acting upon their wisdom, they are ridiculed by petty bullies. And when the wise at last can no longer by ignored, despite the deafening cacophony arrayed against them, then at last they are arrested and punished and called traitors to America. Because America only wants to hear the good and pleasant things, and when the world is cold and dark, America wants to close its eyes and scream and pretend it is otherwise, and any who point out the truth are guilty of preventing America from living in the deluded fantasy it desires.

So therefore this is what reason dictates about the fate of America: it will fail and fall, and suffer every calamity it sought to pretend it would not, for no problem was ever solved through ignorance, nor any goal accomplished by wishful thinking.
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America has known liberty in the past, from the great vision into Reason from its founders. For those who persevere, liberty can be known again. America is not indispensable, as long as freedom and liberty and justice are planted and allowed to take root, they are good in any land and with any name.

A voice is heard in America, mourning and weeping for its lost wealth and refusing to be comforted, because it is no more.

Restrain your voice from weeping and your eyes from tears, for your work will be rewarded.

The seeds must be planted, though they may not finish growing in our own time. Just as we live in a time when our world is uprooted and torn down, and liberty is overthrow, freedom destroyed and disaster brought upon us, surely there will be a time in the future to build and to plant.

Humans will return to their rational ways. So there is hope for our descendants. Our children will return to the ideals we forsook.

For just as all things must have an end, so to must these be followed by new beginnings. A harvested field is empty, and a well-watered garden must begin as seeds planted in empty soil. Freedom shall be redeemed from tyranny, even if today it is trampled by the ignorant.

When liberty is again established in government, the people will again say they have had a new birth of freedom. In those days people will no longer say that this or that people are lesser or greater, or that the children are made sour by their parent’s poverty. Instead everyone will live and die by their own merit, and whoever is sour or sweet will become so by their own accord.

The days are coming when a new constitution will be made by a new people. It will not be like the constitution Americans made with the founders when they departed from England, for that has become broken from misuse. A new constitution must be made by the people who will use it, for only they know what they shall need. The day is coming when the newly freed, having labored so long under tyranny, will liberate themselves, and will again call their free land a shining city on the hill, a rebuilt beacon to all who still strain under oppression. 

 

 


While I sat and read Kris watched me. She was across the room, to all appearances cleaning things up, but I could tell she was casting quick glances over my way. As soon as I was done she came over and sat down on the overturned crate next to mine.

She did not say anything at first. I folded the stack of papers and stuck it in my pocket with the others, all without looking at her. Then I leaned back and looked out across the warehouse.

Our morning rush was over, leaving just a few stragglers scattered around and most of the tables cleared and cleaned. I watched members of our group wiping down tables or hauling away dirty dishes. I glanced over at where the Fischers pickup, our pickup, was parked nearby, still half-loaded with crates and boxes from our last supply run. They contained a combination of old economy packaged food, bought at remote grocery stores that for some reason had better prices and more consistent stock, and unlabeled cans and sealed plastic bags filled with meat or produce bought at farmer’s markets outside the city.

That morning I needed to get going on unloading the pickup so that we could in turn load it up with garbage to haul to the dump, before swinging back in toward the city to load up on food again. It was an every-other-day cycle I had become acclimated to the last couple weeks, but this morning I had been too excited by the papers Kris had handed me when she first emerged from the kitchen.

I had seen her writing a lot since we got here, still using her spiral notebook. I had noticed also that she was backtracking a lot, erasing large parts or tearing out and crumpling up pages. As usual I wanted to ask her about it but felt inhibited.

Now I turned to her, meeting her intense gaze. For a wordless moment we locked eyes. As usual I felt like I could not say anything, but perhaps for the first time felt like I did not need to say anything.

Kris smiled at me. “So what do you think?”

“Of this chapter?”

“Of the whole thing. You always read them right away, so I assume you like them, but we’ve never had a real chance to talk about it.”

“I wasn’t sure if you wanted to.”

She paused, looking away, and I became suddenly worried that I had ruined a moment I did not even realize was happening. “I didn’t,” Kris said. “Not before.”

“You do now?”

“If that’s okay.”

“Of course,” I said, then hesitated, and found myself not saying anything more. She looked at me, neither of us said anything, and then she laughed. “I mean, I,” again I stammered. To reset I shifted my sitting position, resettling myself to face more toward her. “I think they’re awesome,” I said with flat earnestness. “I think Wisdom is my favorite so far.”

She nodded and looked away, as if expecting a different answer.

“Were they based on real people?” I asked. She gave me a quizzical look in reply. “I mean, in your book, chapter, Wisdom, there were specific names in that, and whole stories, and I wondered if they were real people.”

“The names came from the bible. The people,” she looked away, “yeah.”

“Really?”

“Jonah, I mean, that was just sort of an amalgamation of people I’ve heard about in the news.”

“I was more thinking Ruth and Naomi.”

This got a wane smile and a brief glance my way. “Yeah, they’re real. Not their original names, but that was based on a true story.”

“You knew them?”

“I knew Olivia. Or the person she’s based on, I mean. She told me their story.”

“Oh wow,” I said. “Do you know what happened to the orphans?”

Kris shook her head without looking up.

I again felt like I had said something wrong and ruined the moment. I looked around, my vision wandering the room briefly before coming to rest on the pocket where I kept her pages. “What about these prophets?”

“Prophets?”

“In your latest chapter. The prophets had names. I was trying to figure out if they were anybody I should recognize or something.”

She grinned a little at this. “No. They’re just the names of people I know. People I thought would make good prophets.”

“Oh yeah?”

“They could have kind of a didactic way of talking. Nothing against them though, they were nice people. They were witches, actually.”

“Witches?”

“That’s what they called themselves,” Kris shrugged.

“You knew a group of witches?” I asked dumbly. She just nodded, looking away. I felt like I was getting a window on to yet another part of her past that I had never glimpsed. I wanted to pry, to ask more, but that felt wrong. Instead I just sat there with a dumb stare.

After letting the silence drag a little longer Kris turned back to me. “What did you think of this latest chapter?”

“The prophets? It, was, um,” I stammered and trailed off.

“Yeah.”

“No, I mean, I didn’t mean . . .”

“No, I agree, they’re not the best. It’s tough to work with. After the phone book parts the prophets are the most boring parts of the bible, and it’s already a pretty boring book.”

“Really?”

She gave me a withering look. “Have you read any of the actual bible, Greg?”

“I mean, not a lot, I guess. I thought it was suppose to be stories and stuff.” Under her ever more critical gaze I found myself stammering and trailing off.

“There are a lot of stories in the bible, Greg, but they aren’t good stories. They’re the kind of poorly constructed nonsense you’d expect from an uncreative kindergartner.” She switched into a higher, uninflected, sing-song sort of tone as she continued. “And then, Samson got three-hundred foxes, and then he tied their tails together, and then he tied torches to the foxes, and then he let them loose, and they burned all the crops, and everyone ran, and then Samson got a bone from, um, a donkey, and then he killed a thousand people with the donkey bone.”

I could not help but smirk some at this.

“Really,” Kris said in her normal voice, “Samson is one of the stupidest people in all of history, real or fictional.”

“So, um,” I said, “I take it you don’t think very highly of the bible.”

“It’s hard to know what to think of it, Greg. It’s a Frankenstein book.”

Again I found myself smirking. Kris noticed this and smiled herself.

“Really,” she said. “Imagine if someone nowadays were to put together something similar. Imagine if they took, say, a Native American creation story written for children, a chunk of the 1957 New York phone book, a pre-Great Recession mortgage contract, the posts and comments from some blogs in which everyone is arguing about celebrity gossip, and the complete newsletters from a minor political party that existed briefly in the seventies. Take all that and staple it all that together and label it ‘holy.’ What would people a thousand years from now think of such a thing? How could they even begin to find meaning in it?”

She looked at me, as if expecting some kind of answer. I had no idea what to say and found I could not meet her intense gaze. When I turned away she did as well, and we fell into a silence punctuated by faint sounds coming from across the way in the kitchen.

“So wait,” I said. “Does this mean you’re not going to write any more of, um, of what you’ve been writing?”

“I hadn’t decided,” she said.

“Oh.”

“Oh?”

“Oh, um, sorry. I just, obviously, it’s up to you, but if you stopped I would be pretty disappointed.”

Kris turned to me and smiled, then leaned a little closer and reached out with one hand, resting it on top of mine. I froze with the contact, feeling my entire body go rigid even as my mind spun off in multiple directions.

“Thank you, Greg,” she said. “That means a lot to me.”

“You, um,” I pushed forward through a stutter, “you’re at least going to finish this part, right? This last chapter was First Prophets. There’s gotta be a second, right?”

“Yeah,” she withdrew her hand as she looked away. “I’ve been struggling with that.”

“Oh. I’m sorry. I mean, I, um, I don’t know what I mean.”

She laughed a little at this. “For real, Greg, thank you. I’m touched that you genuinely seem to like it.”

“I, just,” I found talking was becoming hopeless, so I just smiled instead.

“I guess I’ll at least have to finish the second part then.”

“Oh, no, you don’t have to.” I said, then stopped, then took a deep breath. “I mean, it’s up to you. You don’t have to write it just for my sake.”

“You think I should though?”

“Oh, um, well, okay. I think, um, I don’t know. I guess I don’t know why you were writing any of it in the first place.”

This got her to look away with an unfocused expression. “That is a good question.” She paused as if to contemplate it some more. “You know, when we were in prison, the only book they would let us have was the bible.”

“I know.”

“But they let me have paper. You know, you brought it to me. So I was reading it and I just thought, I,” she swallowed hard and paused. “I thought that a lot of blood has been spilled over this book and it’s full of contradictions so it can mean anything to anybody because everybody just ignores the parts they don’t like and, and,” she sniffled a little and looked at me. “I thought maybe a version without all the contradictions might be, ya know. Nicer.”

“Well, um, I don’t know if it’ll bring about world peace or anything, but I still like it.”

“I guess there’s at least that.”

“Oh no, I didn’t mean . . .”

She reached out again, placing her hand on mine. “I know, Greg. It’s just, it was the only thing I had in prison. I was kind of going a little crazy then and I was just trying to,” she paused, then sighed. “I don’t know. Maybe now,” she held out her free hand at the room in front of us, “maybe there’s better things for me to be doing.”

“Okay.”

“You don’t think so?”

“Oh, I don’t know.”

“Yeah,” she nodded to herself. “I start to wonder if maybe I should be writing something else. My own philosophy maybe, instead of just hacking up somebody else’s.”

“What’s your philosophy?”

“That’s the problem. I’m not sure.”

“Really? You sure seem like you do.”

“I do?”

“I thought so. At least, you know, you seem like you know what you’re doing.”

“I don’t know about that,” she pulled back her hand and hugged her arms around herself as if the room had a sudden chill. “Everything we’ve done so far on this adventure has been pretty ad hoc. Not that I expect there should be some grand plan to it all. Actually I’m kind of glad there isn’t a grand plan.”

“Yeah?”

“That would imply a planner, imply a lack of control on our part. Which I suppose we don’t have anyway. I think, you know, nobody likes to face the reality of their life being totally out of control, in the hands of random chance, so they’d rather pretend there was somebody, somewhere in control. So they invent religions or conspiracy theories or whatever. Maybe having a philosophy is the whole problem. Maybe I just shouldn’t have one at all.”

“Okay.”

“You’re thinking that’s just nihilism.”

“I, no, not at all. Er, um,” I paused to stop myself from going into a stuttering spiral. “I don’t know. What is nihilism?”

“The belief that life is meaningless.”

“You don’t sound like you believe life is meaningless.”

“The thing is that it is. Meaningless. On the grand scale. Against the vastness of the universe? That’s just an objective truth. On a grand scale the only way to give life meaning is to start inventing gods who operate on that level yet care about individual people. But, you know, people don’t operate on that scale. We operate on this scale.”

She gestured across to the tables used to dish out food, where Jake and Charlotte, among the other volunteers, were cleaning up.

“You mean like volunteering?” I asked.

“I mean on the level of dealing with each other. Fellow humans.”

“So life isn’t meaningless?”

“It’s not, not if we don’t want it to be. That just seems like kind of a weak philosophy though. I wish there was something more profound to it.”

“Except it’s the only one we know to be true, right?”

“It’s,” she paused, then looked at me with a whole new, brighter expression. “Yeah,” she  reached out and put a hand on my knee. “Right. Thank you for that Greg.”

“I, uh, okay.”

“Seriously. Thank you.”

“I don’t think I did anything.”

“No. You reminded me why I kept writing, after I got out.”

“Okay.”

“You say that a lot. Okay. Quick, like that, like you don’t quite mean it.”

“I just,” I was stammering badly now and took a deep breath. “I usually don’t know what else to say.”

She patted my leg and leaned back. “I don’t either. That’s why I like writing it down. I think I am going to keep writing.”

“Keep writing your edited bible?”

“Expanded bible.”

“Okay. I mean, cool.” This got her flashing a big smile. “Are you going to let anybody else read it?”

“I don’t know. Have you let anybody else read it?”

“No,” I said, taken aback. “I didn’t think I was suppose to.”

“Well, thank you for that. Let’s keep it between us, for now.”

“Okay. Er, um, you got it.”

Kris was looking away, not having noticed my last comment. I looked up as well to see Alana approaching from across the room. I didn’t know where my conversation with Kris would have gone from there, but I still felt a little annoyed at our being interrupted. Immediately upon reflection though it occurred to me this was just what Kris had been talking about, and so I leaned forward with her to listen.

“Hey you two,” she said. “Could I grab you for a moment. There’s someone I want everyone to meet.”

Kris and I exchanged a surprised glance. Already Alana was headed back toward the office, and we moved to follow. Entering I was struck by the stale heat that bled from the adjacent kitchen into this cramped front room.

Most of the group was already gathered. Standing across from us, near the main entrance, was a heavy, dark-skinned man in a rumpled suit.

Nobody said anything at first. Then Jake and Charlotte emerged out of the kitchen. Jake himself stopped short, then a broad smile cracked his ragged face and he started forward again with a purpose. The new guy looked at first like he’d been slapped. He blinked a few times, shook his head, and then stepped forward as well, squinting and peering.

“Jake?”

“George, how are you?” Jake held out a hand to shake.

George, however, held out his arms in a sudden rush. He came right up to Jake and gripped the shorter man in a full embrace, hefting him off the ground in his exuberance.

“Jake,” George set him down and gripped him by the shoulders. “My god, it’s good to see you. How ya feeling?”

“Better. A lot better,” Jake nodded in a little bobbing motion. “A lot, like,” he flexed his shoulders and cracked his neck, “like I don’t feel bad at all.”

“Dad,” Alana stepped forward past Kris and I with a shocked expression. “George. You guys know each other?”

“Do we know each other?” Jake’s voice rumbled. “I know all the city councilmen.”

“Yeah, but,” she pointed, speechless.

It was Bridget, leaning against the wall on the opposite side of the room, that vocalized the thought. “You’re on hugging terms?”

“Well,” Jake grimaced. “No, not normally.”

“Just because we’re political opponents,” George said, “doesn’t mean I want him dead.”

There was a loaded pause around the room. “I don’t think you’re political opponents can say the same, George,” Alana said.

“I don’t know about that.”

“Considering,” Bridget said, “all the times they have literally said they want you killed.”

Despite this comment George’s voice and mood remained ebullient. “Well, yes, but, you know. You can’t let that get to you.”

“Either way I don’t think we’re political opponents anymore,” Jake said.

George stepped back a little, giving Jake a sidelong look. “Now what is that suppose to mean?”

Jake looked down at himself. He was wearing a baggy sweater, but he grabbed this and lifted it to expose his belly and chest. The skin on his torso looked even more like a dried river bed than his face.

“You’re flashing me for a reason,” George said, half as question.

“You realize what that is, right?” Alana asked as she stepped forward next to her father.

“You had GTV, right?” George asked Jake. “That’s what I’d heard.”

“I did, yes.”

“I’m sorry, what does this have to do with politics?”

“Are you kidding George,” Alana said. “It has everything to do with politics.”

The look on George’s face was one of real confusion. He looked between father, daughter, and the rest of us for some explanation.

“I had the plague,” Jake said. “I’m on the out. No longer welcome in polite company.”

“You’re on the out?” George still sounded uncertain.

“None of our clients are willing to work with me. Even if I didn’t look like this, they all know, they know I had the plague. I’m marked. I’m a pariah. The firm hasn’t officially fired me yet, but it’s coming.”

“They’re going to fire you for getting sick? They can’t do that.”

“They’re going to fire me because I can no longer be an effective partner. I can’t be effective because I got sick, so no client will work with me.”

“George, how do you not know this?” Alana asked. “It’s all over online, Nationalists talking about this plague being a biblical sign and a mark of God’s disfavor and all that.”

“That’s just right wing news stream talk,” George said. “Nobody actually follows through on any of it.”

“Are you fucking serious?” This outburst came from Veronica, who was standing back a little behind Jake but now stepped forward in shock. “Governing by news stream grievance is the entire Nationalist party platform. Literally, the last presidential election they wrote exactly that into their platform, that they would align their policies with the populace as represented online.”

Initially George just stared off into space rather than reply. Then he slowly refocused on Jake and spoke in a marked, deliberate tone. “So you’ve been fired, or will be. So that means you’ll no longer be representing Nationalists politicians or organizations.”

“It means I’m no longer a Nationalist.”

“They can’t make you change your voter registration too, can they?”

“No, but they can kick me out of the state party. Doesn’t matter though, I would leave on my own if they didn’t.”

“Really?”

“It pains me to admit that the daughter I was bashing heads with was right all along.”

“Oh.” George looked between Alana and her father, his expression growing through different stages of awareness. “Oh.”

Jake just nodded.

“Oh, so this is beyond no longer being political opponents.”

“We’re allies. If you’ll have me.”

Again he looked at Alana, then glanced to Charlotte, and to other members of the Resistance around the room. “If the others say it’s cool, than it’s cool.”

“I’m sorry I’m not coming at a time when I could be more useful.”

George smiled at this. “So, um, does this also mean, you’re,” he started to point, then hesitated and instead gestured to his own face.

“My skin? Yeah, I guess it’ll likely stay like this.”

“You look kind of . . .”

“Freaky?”

“I was gonna say wrinkly, but that’s not quite right.”

“My perfect complexion is ruined,” Jake said sarcastically.

George just stared, studying him. “I guess now you’ve been unfairly treated based on your skin as well, huh.”

This had Jake stammering. “I suppose, in a way.”

“Not fun, is it.” George said in a unnaturally neutral tone.

“I’m sorry.”

“Nothing to apologize for.”

“My situation is still pretty different though.”

“You’ve been rejected based on the shape of your skin instead of the color. I’m not sure it’s that different.” George flashed an odd little grin, simultaneously understanding and bemused.

“Really I’ve been rejected based on hearsay. Nobody at the firm has actually seen me since I recovered.”

“They wouldn’t recognize you if they did. Just eliminating the goatee makes you look like a different person.”

“It might be permanently gone. I haven’t had to shave in the past few weeks.” He felt at his chin.

“Oh. Sorry about that.” They fell silent, as if in mourning for the facial hair. “Well, could be worse, right,” George offered a partial smile.

“Oh no, I’m not complaining.”

“Yeah. I guess though there’s no pretending that you just had a regular flu or something rather than GTV, huh?”

Jake just gestured at his body again.

“So what exactly happened? The last I heard,” he paused to consider his words.

“You thought I was dead.”

“I’m sorry. I heard that you were very sick, that you weren’t expected to pull though.”

“Damn near didn’t,” Jake gave almost a cackle of a laugh to this. 

“But you’re fine now?”

“Yeah. Doctor says I’m all recovered.” He nodded toward Kris.

“I’m not actually a doctor,” she said.

Unlike anybody else so far, Kris speaking seemed to draw George’s attention away from his friend. He turned to focus on her, a bright look in his eyes that almost matched her own insistent stare. “I’m sorry, have we met?”

“None of us have met,” Logan said, stepping forward now from the warehouse entrance behind me.

“We haven’t?” Crazy Ian, leaning on a table nearby, stirred. He stood up straight and offered a hand to shake toward Logan.

This got an exaggerated eye-roll. “We’ve met each other,” Logan said, “but none of us have met you, and we’re kind of wondering exactly who you are.”

“Oh geez, sorry,” Alana looked about at all of us. “Um, everyone, this is George Jamison, he’s our, um, our . . .” she trailed off, looking strangely frazzled.

“Your representative on the metro council?” George offered.

“Yes, yes. And, um, George, this is, uh,” she turned again, slowly taking in our whole group gathered around the room. “These are the Red Cross volunteers, that, um . . .”

“Oh for fuck’s sake,” Bridget stepped forward to stand next to George. “Everyone, this is George, the Resistance’s man on the inside. George, this is the group that’s transporting Ethan’s package. The big one.”

Alana froze in place and fixed Bridget with a razor-sharp stare.

“Come on,” Bridget said, “we’re in way too deep to be delicate at this point.”

“That doesn’t mean we get sloppy. They could be recording us right now.”

“Recording us?” Bridget held out her hands, incredulous.

“The GSA has microphones that can pick up conversations inside buildings from down the block.”

“Yeah, but they’re not using those here. They probably don’t even have that kind of special tech in this backwater, and if even if they did they’re not suspicious of us.”

“You don’t know that.”

“For the record,” George said, “I haven’t heard any word about y’all over at the GSA, or with corporate security.”

“Nor have I,” Jake said, “from what little I’ve heard.”

“When I say that,” George continued, “I mean, all y’all. Alana mentioned Red Cross volunteers, but I had no idea there were so many of you.”

“We’re,” Kris started, then hesitated, holding her arms to herself. “We’re not really with the Red Cross.”

“And you’re not a real doctor, but you cured my friend.”

Kris did not respond to this, instead slinking back a little to stand next to me again. I was not sure if she felt embarrassed somehow and was being humble or if something else bothered her.

“Am I wrong about that?” George asked. “Jake, do we have these guys to thank for you still being with us.?”

“Definitely,” Jake said. “They had a cure.”

“That must mean this package is real.”

“It most definitely is real,” Logan said. As he spoke he took a step forward again to be more central to the conversation. “But we really do need to keep the whole thing on the down low. So, maybe,” he made a slow circle, his stare bouncing around to make solid eye contact with everybody, while gesturing downward with his hands.

“Say no more,” George said. “Alana is right. Just because the GSA isn’t actively on to us doesn’t mean we should get careless. Especially with the end in sight.”

“The end is in sight then?” Bridget asked.

“Whoa, hold on,” Logan took another step forward, waving his hands. “I still don’t think we’ve gotten the full story.”

“The full story?” George asked.

“You know we’re the people delivering Ethan’s big package. But who exactly are you?”

“That wasn’t a euphemism earlier, I really am on the metro council.”

“How does a member of the Resistance get elected to the city council?”

“Well I didn’t run as part of the Resistance,” George grinned. “Actually, the Resistance didn’t exist when I was first elected.”

“How did you get elected at all?” Grant, who stood next to Crazy Ian, leaned forward to ask.

“What?”

“Aren’t most states just stacking their legislatures with Nationalists and intimidating voters to prevent anybody from voting for the Democrats?”

“That is happening a lot, but modern autocracy means pretending like there are real elections and real opposition. I represent one of the ten metro council districts that have been gerrymandered to cram in all the non-Nationalists. My district includes a few blocks here around the shopping commons up the street, then runs along a median strip for a few miles and picks up a black neighborhood just outside the commerce zone.”

“George is cool, Logan,” Bridget said to him. “He’s been pulling strings for us, and Ethan, for years now.”

“He’s also the one that got you the documents to get in here,” Alana said.

Logan looked taken aback by this. “That was,” his question trailed off.

“I know some people,” George said. “I assume you haven’t had any problems?”

Some of us shook our heads, but otherwise nobody said anything to this. The brief silence was interrupted by Bridget stepping forward.

“So George, if I could interrupt,” she said. “I wanted to hear more about what were you saying earlier, about the end being near?”

“Oh, nothing you haven’t already heard. This new offensive in Asia is going to mean less checkpoints, less martial law troops in some cities, but it’s not going to do anything to change the inevitable outcome. Eventually the U.S. has to withdraw, cut and run, and next year is a presidential election.”

“You think a Democrat could actually win?” Alana asked.

“I think if one doesn’t the rioting will be beyond anything that can be contained with what limited resources the military and National Guard have left. The 101st Airborne can’t keep the peace in California as it is.”

“Do you know anything more about the timing of this new offensive?” Logan asked. “Or more specifically, about the status of the checkpoints on I-80 or the other western interstates?”

“Nothing new, I’m afraid, except you’re right to pick Freedom Road, everything I hear says that’s still your best bet.”

“Will you know? That is, will you find out if things change?”

“If I hear anything you will be the first to know.”

Logan nodded to this as he looked off into space.

“Is that the only reason you stopped by today?” Bridget asked. “To tell us there’s no news?”

“No, no, not at all, I have a much more exciting reason for coming here.” George clasped his hands and looked around, taking in the small crowd that surrounded him. All of our traveling group was present, and Alphonse and a few other local Resistance people had emerged from the kitchen to listen in at some point.

“So, Alie,” he addressed Alana. “Everybody. Can I interested any of you in coming to a wedding?”

Everyone just stared at this question. George looked around, only to find confused of befuddled expressions.

“A wedding?” Logan asked.

“Yes, a wedding. Ceremony, reception. Standard fare.”

“Whose wedding?” Kris asked.

“Mine.”

“You’re getting married?” Logan blurted another obvious question.

“Does that surprise you?” George seemed genuinely confused.

“I, well,” Logan stammered, then shook his head and started over. “We literally just met. Why are you inviting us to your wedding?”

“Why are you even inviting us?” Alana asked. “Isn’t this a big to-do, black tie affair, swank river-front-reception-center kind of thing?”

“With a bunch of the city council present?” Bridget added. “Including the Nationalists and the Chamber of Commerce people?”

“Also,” Alphonse, who had worked his way over and was standing next to Bridget, leaned forward to ask, “isn’t it this weekend?”

“Yes, yes, and yes,” George nodded, “that is all correct.” He smiled with a self-effacing grin and switched to shaking his head. “Let me start over. So, you know I’m getting married again. Jake, I think you even met Stephanie at some point.”

“I’d known her before,” Jake said. “Her family retained us when they bought the plant. Still do retain us, or retain my old firm, I should say.”

“Yeah. So her family, they wanted to throw a big shindig. Her mother and grammy went all in on a big, elaborate ceremony and reception. They’ve been planning it for months.”

“Were you involved at all?” Crazy Ian asked with a smirk.

“With the planning? Not really. I tried to be, I volunteered, but they told me they had it handled. It’s their money anyway, my in-laws money, that is. I would have done something a lot more low key. Shit, for that matter, if it’d been up to me I’d have invited y’all.” He gestured here toward Alana and the other Resistance members standing near the kitchen door.

“So we’re too low class for your wedding, George,” Bridget said, starting in a harsh tone but taking the edge off with a broad grin.

“It’s not me you gotta impress. My in-laws, they wanted this fancy, upper crust kind of affair.”

“I take it,” Kris said, “that your wife comes from money.”

“Big time. Her family is involved in a lot of the corporations operating in the commerce zone. Actually, in several commerce zones, throughout the state. They’ve done quite well the last several years, since the regulation-free zones started getting set up.”

“So what changed?” Alana asked. “I mean, how are we suddenly good enough for this upper crust wedding?”

“So, Steph, or really, her mom and grammy, they wanted this huge party, hundreds of guests. They invited a bunch of people on their side, business people and, well, folks like Jake and his partners and such, and they asked me to invite all the political big wigs, mayor and metro council and all that. Actually, they could have just invited the politicos as well, they’re connected to them all, you know, funding their campaigns and everything.”

George paused. He looked down toward the floor, folding his arms, his stare becoming unfocused. “Thing is, I didn’t have a lot of people to invite. That’s not true, I did, but it’s, well, it’s you folks. Activists types, people running homeless shelters.”

“Not upper crust,” Alana said.

“Right. My parents are no longer with us. My siblings are coming, but that’s about it for my family. So the rest of the groom’s side was gonna get filled out with the metro council and all the commerce zone big wigs and everything.”

“George,” Alphonse, leaning against Bridget, who had an arm around him, stood up a little to speak. “Does this have anything to do with this being an interracial marriage?”

“No. I don’t think so. Well, maybe. Kind of.” He smiled to himself. “I mean, Steph’s family doesn’t care. Or, actually, let me rephrase that. Some of them don’t care, some others do but they see this as an opportunity to prove how non-racist they are. But yeah, I think that maybe there was some concern my side could get filled out with a few too many black people.”

“So, George,” Alana said. “Focus. What changed to get us this invite?”

“Yeah, sorry. So, point is, we’ve been planning this for months. Or really, Steph has. We invited all these people, sent out the save-the-dates, got RSVPs, all that, everything was fine. And now, starting just yesterday, everyone on my side is cancelling.”

He stopped, and everyone else fell silent, uncertain if there was more. “Why?” Kris had to ask.

“Well, they’ve had their various excuses, but honestly, I think this was planned.”

“Planned?”

“Yeah. I think they, or a lot of them anyway, I think they accepted the invites and got us to plan on them coming just so they could cancel last minute.”

Again he trailed off, leaving an uncomfortable pause. “But why?” Kris asked again.

“Oh, to snub me, I think.”

“Just like, a petty fuck you?” Bridget asked.

“Yeah, that would be it. That’s what I think, anyway. They’re always putting forward resolution in the metro council to censure me that never quite manage to pass. Or sometimes they do, actually, but they never have any teeth. So I guess they decided to do this instead.”

“What about the Democratic members of the city council?” Alana asked.

“They declined the initial invites. Didn’t want to go to a party with a bunch of Nationalists.” He interrupted himself with another off-hand smirk. “For real, I had some people come up and ask me what I was thinking, inviting these Nationalist politicians and Chamber of Commerce people, and I said it was a wedding. You know, non-partisan event, everyone welcome.” He shrugged. “They weren’t having it. Ironically, it turns out.”

“So,” Kris took a rather decisive step forward, fixing him with her intense glare. “You invited your enemies to your wedding.”

“My political opponents. They’re not my enemies.”

She paused, tilting her head as she examined him. “You invited your opponents to your wedding, and so your friends declined to come because they didn’t want to hang out with your opponents, and now your opponents have declined to come at the last minute just to snub you?”

“That’s the long and short of it. Bottom line is there’s basically gonna be nobody on my side of the aisle, except my brother and sister and a couple other friends.” He shrugged. “I mean, I don’t really care, right, I was gonna keep it low key anyway. But Steph does, and her mom and grammy really care, and they’re freaking out right now. We talked about moving people around, you know, since a lot of the business-types she invited are still coming. Actually, some of them cancelled as well yesterday, but she’s still got a lot of extended family and friends and all that. Either way, we could fill in my side with some people who were gonna be on her side, but that still leaves the place looking half-empty. So yeah, two days before the wedding and they’re freaking out about this.”

“I don’t think that’s entirely true,” Kris said. Her voice was gentle and soft, yet it still provoked a sharp reaction from George. He jerked back slightly and looked at her with wide eyes. “I think you do care.”

“I, uh . . .”

“Even if you didn’t want a big party, it still hurts to invite people and have them snub you. Especially a deliberate snub like this that was designed to be maximally hurtful.”

“Oh, well,” George flashed a grin that quickly faded. “Yeah, it does kinda sting.”

Everyone fell silent. Almost unbidden I found myself stepping forward to stand next to Kris. “You know,” I said to her, “I can’t think of anything sadder than throwing a party and having nobody show up.”

“I’ve been to those kinds of parties,” she said. “Except the guy everyone’s bailing on is usually a jackass.” Slowly she turned back to George. “Not the kind of guy who hugs an enemy when he finds out that enemy survived a potentially fatal illness.”

“Political opponents,” George said again. “We’re not enemies.”

“Whatever you think of them, George,” Alana said, “they consider you an enemy.”

He did not respond to this, instead just standing with his head drooped some, staring down toward an unfocused spot on the floor.

“So did I follow all this right?” Crazy Ian asked with sudden elevated volume. “You just need us to show up and fill out the groom side of the party?”

“And help eat all the food,” George said. “Yeah, that’s it. It would be a real favor to me, honestly. Me and my fiancee.”

“Yeah, so, everyone, hold on,” Logan held up his arms. “Before we agree to this, I want everyone to keep in mind we’re suppose to be lying low.”

“We’d be lost in a crowd though,” Crazy Ian said.

“ A crowd of rich people,” Veronica said to him. “We would seriously stand out.”

“Exactly,” Logan said. “Especially if it’s what,” he held out his arms to the group of us clustered in this room. “A couple dozen people on the groom’s side. How many will the bride have? A hundred?”

“More than that,” George said. “But it doesn’t just have to be everyone here now. Invite your whole staff, anybody who’s ever volunteered here. Invite the people staying here, for that matter,” he gestured toward the warehouse filled with shelter beds. “Put up a sign tomorrow inviting people. Honestly, I would so much rather it be my constituents filling out the wedding party than the people that got originally invited anyway.”

All of us looked around at each other, and our gazes slowly settled on Logan, as usual the focal point of objection. “We would be a dozen among hundreds of other lowlifes,” Crazy Ian said.

“He got us our documentation that lets us stay here,” Kris said. “It’s a small way to repay the favor.”

Logan met her stare for a second, then closed his eyes and turned away. “Alright, alright. Let’s just not try to attract too much attention from any Nationalist types.”

“Let’s at least agree we have to find something to wear if we’re gonna go,” Veronica said.

“I have some extra suits that might fit some of you,” Jake said with a cracked grin.

“There’s some affordable clothes at the superstore,” Hannah said.

“Including fancy clothes?” Veronica asked.

“Uh-huh. Yeah, I think we can find something for all of us.”

“Will that be good enough though? This sounds like a swank affair.”

“Do the best you can,” George said. “I warned them. Steph and her mother, that is, I told them, if you leave it to me to fill out the wedding hall than you get what you get. They were insistent though, we can’t have the place half empty.” He held out his hands with an expansive grin. “So everyone’s invited.”

*     *     *

That afternoon we set about procuring wedding clothes. Jake went and got some of his suits out of storage and lent one to Lucas, though it looked frumpy on him, and one to Grant. The rest of us were too big or bulky to borrow anything from Jake.

As usual the stock of clothes at the superstore was inordinate and cheap, such that just buying a suit was cheaper than the cheapest tuxedo rental. Wearing suits and sunglasses Logan and I looked like secret service agents. Even more so with the sidearm holsters he bought for each of us to wear under our suit jackets. There was some eye rolling at this, but Logan insisted we never go anywhere unarmed, no exceptions whatsoever, and nobody stopped him. He insisted we buy the sunglasses as well, in case we ever needed to ‘look cool.’

Among the girls Kris ended up in a long, ruffled electric green evening gown. The actual color was more dark forest green, but it had some yellow trim and sparkles that sparked an electric rush when I saw her in it. I ended up finding a similar colored tie to match her.

Meanwhile, Bridget and Alphonse made up a series of signs that they tacked up at the shelter entrance, on walls around the superstore commons area, and anywhere else they could within a block radius. These were on plain yellow paper, the same kind on which the religious pamphlet I still had in my pocket had been printed. The signs literally advertised ‘FREE WEDDING’ with instructions to meet at the shelter to carpool over to the place on Saturday evening.

People asked about it. They asked if ‘free wedding’ meant they could show up to get married themselves. They asked if this was some kind of gag or hoax or scam. They asked why they would want to go to a wedding of someone they did not know.

“Do you not know who your city councilman is?” Kris asked on several occasions. Invariably the answer was ‘no.’

“Well,” she would smile in reply. “That’s who’s getting married. If you’re willing to dress up and sit through the ceremony and you promise not to be rowdy or anything, there’ll be a free meal and an open bar and a live band.”

In an aside, late the night before, Logan approached me with a different sort of question. “Could this be some kind of trap?”

I had just been getting ready for bed. I was still sleeping in the front seat of the Beast, and Logan had taken to sleeping in the armored truck. We stood between the two vehicles, concealed at the back of the warehouse space, and Logan spoke in a hushed voice.

“What?” I asked.

“Doesn’t it seem contrived? All these wedding guests cancel, conveniently, and so all of us get invited in their place? It sounds ridiculous.”

“I think these Nationalists cancelling last minute as a petty fuck you sounds right in character.”

He paused at this. “Yeah, maybe, but why invite us?”

“Because we’re his constituents?”

“I don’t buy it. His fiancee, she can’t want a bunch of strangers at her wedding. Who would want that?”

“Rich people?” I shrugged. “I don’t know, if it’s a keeping up appearances thing . . .”

Logan was quick to interrupt. “If it were that they could hire people. People with better clothes and, you know, better . . .”

“Table manners?”

“Yes, better manners than us. We’re not gonna make them look good.”

I had a response right away, but I could feel it jumbling somewhere between my brain and my mouth. I looked away instead, to seem thoughtful, and took a slow breath. “Imagine though, like, if word got out that they had to hire guests for their daughter’s wedding. That can’t look good, right?”

“I don’t know,” Logan grimaced in thought. “Maybe not. Rich people think weird.”

“Yeah, I guess so. But if it were me I would think having ringers at your wedding would look really bad. What they want is other rich and powerful people to show off to, I think, but since they can’t get any they’ll settle for us. At least with us they could put us on the groom’s side and blame him for associating with people like us and inviting us to his wedding.”

“Definitely only want one pair of ringers at a wedding.”

I stared, then cracked a smile at this pun. Logan was staring away into space though, scrunching his face more in thought. “I don’t know. I still don’t buy it.”

“Well if you’re right than what kind of trap is this? Why lure us to a wedding? What could they do there that they couldn’t do to us here?”

“They might not know where we are.”

“But they know enough to have George invite us to his wedding? Or is George not in on it in your scenario? Also, who is the ‘they’ setting the trap?”

“The ‘they’ is the GSA, and don’t forget they’re still hunting for us.”

“True, but most likely they lost our trail at Fountain Garden and think we’re in Indiana, or even further west by now.”

“So we hope. Could be the trap isn’t meant for us, it’s meant for Alana and her people.”

“Okay,” I spoke slowly. “Assuming that’s true, how did they know George would invite her to his wedding when the other guests cancelled? Or if George is working with them, then they know we’re here, how come they don’t just raid this place?” I held out my arms at the space around us.

Logan was still staring off into the shadows that filled this corner of the warehouse. “I’m not sure, but I still don’t like it. It all feels off.”

“It seems weird to me too, but I don’t think the GSA is involved. I think you give them too much credit.”

“Don’t underestimate what they can do.”

“It’s not about what they can do but how they think. From the limited time I worked for them it seemed to me they don’t rely much on trickery. It’s all brute force police state actions.”

Logan did not reply, still staring away.

“Do you not want to go? You could wait here, ready to bail with the truck if necessary.”

He drew a deep breath. “No. You’re probably right. I just hate the way Kris keeps exposing us to unnecessary risks.”

“All because she wants to help people. What a terrible person.”

“Helping people is a great way to screw yourself. Kris needs people like you and me looking out for her, making sure her heart doesn’t get her in trouble.”

“Well, I guess it’s a good thing we’re going to this wedding with her tomorrow then.”

I spoke with a sarcastic undertone, but Logan responded with a serious nod. “Agreed. We’ll go armed, too, of course.”

“Will they let us take firearms into this venue?”

“In this state?” He at last turned to me and smiled. “Always.”

*     *     *

The wedding itself took place at the Commerce Zone Convention Center, a hotel, conference center, park combination on the river front. This was the part of the commerce zone that looked new and clean, a jarring contrast with the makeshift buildings and industrial sprawl further south.

Our trip over was facilitated by a pair of autonomous busses that George had arranged. Early that afternoon people started to gather, in singles or couples or whole families, all in cheap suits and frumpy dresses. Over a few hours this crowd swelled, so that by the time the auto-busses arrived I realized it was a good thing George had gotten two of them.

Crazy Ian, however, had the opposite reaction to the busses. “Oh, hell no,” he said when he saw the first one pull up.

“What’s wrong?” Kris asked him.

“We’re not riding in one of those busses. We’re not getting on one of those busses, period.”

Kris glanced over at the busses in question and bit her lip. I realized as she did what the issue was. These busses were painted a sky-blue, the usual color of the autonomous busses and taxis around this city. However, in the growing dusk their color seemed faded, closer to a light grey. They looked identical to the busses I had seen dropping off new prisoners at Spiderhead.

“Is it really that big a deal?” she asked Ian in a tone that just seemed to make his point for him. I wanted to ask but refrained, instead just standing there wondering what sort of horrible journeys they had made aboard busses like these.

Nobody else countered Ian’s further objections. Some of us still rode on the autonomous busses, along with Alana and her people, but Kris, Logan, and I rode with Jake in his rover, and  the other escapees joined the Fischers in their pickup. By the time we got going the sudden anxiousness of Kris had worn off on me, leaving a foreboding sense that seemed a poor way to start the evening.

The Convention Center itself looked like a giant gaming console or electronics hub, stood up on its narrow end, all smooth curves and clean lines and gleaming white. It reminded me a little of the core at Spiderhead prison, not only because of the style but because the main building was also at the center of an array of annexes. In this case though the annexes weren’t older, improvised structures but instead had the same look as the main building. They were various geometric growths erupting from the lower sides of the tall main building, sprawling in every direction like tentacles, with open parkland or fountain and sculpture-filled plazas in between.

A ride up in a fancy, mirrored elevator brought us to some kind of greenhouse atrium on the southern face of the main building, where the actual ceremony took place. As we walked in I got a more visceral understanding of how our invite had come to happen. The bride’s side was packed, with chairs stretching back and arcing off to the side to fit in enough. On George’s side there were enough to fill out a couple rows, but it was set up as a mirror to the bridge’s side, with seating for over a hundred. It took our arrival for the two sides to be even close to balanced.

We were ushered forward to our seats by men in uniforms that looked sharper than the suits we wore. I imagined the fancy looking people across the aisle must have been giving us suspicious looks, though if they actually did they were too subtle about it for me to catch.

The thing I did notice was Kris’ apprehension. She kept shooting glances around, her stare unable to solidify into its normal, palpable form. I could not tell if she was still unsettled after seeing those autonomous buses, or if something else was bothering her. As we sat down I reached over and patted her hand where it rested on her lap. I hesitated like that, as if I would leave my hand atop hers, but then quickly withdrew. She shot me a strained smile.

The ceremony itself was scheduled such that it took place right at dusk. The setting sun, lighting up the city skyline, provided a backdrop for the couple standing at the alter. The planter beds in this greenhouse area grew roses year round, and these, along with a hole bunch of candles, were arrayed all around the couple and the edges of the seating area. Every metaphor involving the lights of the city coming on behind them, and every romantic cliche centered around roses or candles, was invoked.

By the time vows were exchanged and the couple was cheered out with a serenade of rice, the sun had set and moody ground lighting had come on around the atrium. Everyone headed up toward the reception on a mezzanine level above us. 

The whole bride’s side emptied out quickly, but those around us seemed a little more hesitant, perhaps unsure where to go. We were about to head up when Kris started calling out to us by name, gathering our whole little group, and several others, around her.

“What’s up?” Alana asked in a low tone, noticing the hint of distress in Kris’ eyes.

“So,” Kris said with a sigh, “I think maybe we should head off now.”

“What?” Crazy Ian blurted in surprise.

“Seriously, I think we should go.”

“But the reception is the best part. Looking forward to it is the only thing that got me through this ordeal.”

“The reception is where the free booze is,” Lucas said with a grin.

“I’m serious you guys,” Kris said. “We were invited to fill out the groom’s side during the ceremony. We’re gonna be horribly out of place at this reception.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Look at us? You guys are wearing cheap suits that don’t fit right. Those people were in twenty-thousand dollar designer gowns.”

“We knew that going in,” Veronica said. “George told us to do the best we can.”

“I know,” Kris sighed and glanced over her shoulder. Across the cavernous space of this atrium there was a glass elevator, a grand staircase, and some fancy spiral stairway in a glass tube, all leading up to the mezzanine and the reception. “I didn’t realize it would be this noticeable. We filled out the seats during the ceremony, for the pictures, so we’ve covered what the bride and her family wanted. They don’t really care if they have a bunch of low-class freeloaders at their reception.”

“George said we could come to it though,” Lucas said.

“He said that to be nice, and to get us to come. I’m sure the ceremony is what his wife really wanted us for. I’m sorry,” she shook her head, looking flustered. “I just, I’ve been to fancy parties like this. We’re gonna look out of place and get a lot of stares if we go. It’s gonna be awkward, and George is gonna hear about it from his wife and his in-laws, I know. I think we’d be doing him a favor just bailing now.”

“Except,” Charlotte said, entering the conversation at almost a whisper, “isn’t people rudely just bailing how we all got invited here in the first place?”

None of us had an answer to that, and Kris looked away again, leaving a pall settled over our little group.

“Some of the people we invited have already headed up there,” Alana said. This prompted us to look around, noticing that some of those we had bussed over were already walking up the grand staircase. A couple dozen others, however, including our Resistance friends, were all gathered around us, listening to Kris.

“I know,” Kris said. “Doesn’t mean we should be part of the problem.”

“They do look really out of place guys,” Grant said as he watched the mixed high and low crowd moving up the staircase. Then he glanced down at his own suit, which fit him better than most. “We all do. Maybe Kris is right, maybe we should just get out of here.”

“If the point was to make the stupid ceremony look perfect,” Lucas said, “than our low-class appearance already ruined that. I thought the real point was so that George had some people to talk to at the reception.”

“Did you really think that,” Kris asked, “or is it just a convenient self-serving theory?”

“Can’t it be both?”

“Hey guys,” a new voice entered the conversation. Kris spun in surprise, and I looked up at this newcomer that had just walked right into our little conversation circle. I did not know his name, but recognized him as the best man. I though he might have been George’s brother or brother-in-law, but I was not certain.

“Come on,” the best man said, “we gotta get up to the reception.”

“We were wondering if we should,” Logan said.

“You were?”

“Well,” Kris grimaced. “I thought we were just here to help the audience look more filled out during the ceremony, and I was worried we’d look a little out of place at a fancy party like this.”

“You’re also here because they ordered way more food than necessary. Come on, let’s get up there.”

That was enough to decide it. We headed across to the grand stairs ourselves. The massive width of the white marble, the columns and gold filigree railings flanking the thing, the expansive archway at the top, it made me think it did not matter how we were dressed, anybody could look impressive walking up such a thing.

At the top we passed through an archway and down some long, vaulted-ceiling hall that opened out in something called the ‘sky view auditorium.’ This was located on the north side of the building, forty stories up, facing toward the river. The floor to vaulted-ceiling windows and balcony must have provided an epic view during the day. At the moment they looked out on darkness.

The best man got us to our seats, with seating labels for the other people who had cancelled last minute. Before I sat down though I found myself drawn to the view. I was pretty certain there was more city out there, across the river, but right now it was all darkness. I squinted and shaded my eyes against the lights of the room, trying to pick something out, but found nothing.

They served us a rather elaborate multi-course dinner, each of us taking whatever food option some other person had selected on their RSVP. As we ate the newlyweds made rounds among the tables. George came over to ours. I stood up to shake his hand but instead got myself almost tackled in a hug.

“Hey guys. Thank you so much for coming.” Kris had stood as well and so was next to be wrapped up in an overbearing embrace. “Really,” he said as he moved on to Logan and Lucas. “It means a lot to me.”

“I was worried we would be crashing your party,” Kris said.

“Pff. No. No way. You’re . . .”

“George, dear,” he was interrupted by the approach of a silver-haired woman wearing an elaborate silver gown. “George, come, we’re going to get some more pictures before the ice sculptures melt.”

Until she said this I had not even noticed the ice sculptures serving as centerpieces along a central table that also featured a champaign fountain and an array of flowers and gift bags for the guests. All of it was at a remove from us, since we were relegated to the less glamorous side of the hall.

“I’d like to get some with my Red Cross friends. Guys, come on,” George gestured to us.

“Oh, don’t bother them while they’re eating dear.”

“It’ll be quick, we . . .”

“George, let them eat. They obviously didn’t intend to be in any pictures tonight anyway.”

She said this with little inflection, but it had George turning red and shooting glances around. “Go on,” said Kris. “We’ll talk more when you’re done.”

The groom went off and we sat back down to eat. “Was that his mother-in-law?” Lucas asked.

“I think it was his grandmother-in-law,” Alana said.

After dinner there was the requisite wedding dances. Kris was reluctant to head out from our little corner, and I stuck close to her. Lucas and Alana had no such compunction, making it a point to grind dance on each other during some fast paced songs and inspiring Brandon and Hannah to get up and do the same. The later couple was all the more conspicuous because of both their mixed-race and height. If they had hoped to draw some disapproving stares or gasps of high-society opprobrium though they were disappointed.

I pointed this out to Kris. “I think everyone is too drunk to care what we look like,” I said.

“I guess so,” she sounded unconvinced.

“You sure you don’t wanna dance?”

Kris spun toward me with a shocked look. The intensity of her gaze made me feel like I’d done something wrong, and I slunk down some in my chair.

“Okay.” She spoke with a toneless voice and expressionless face, her gaze on me never wavering.

“Ah, okay,” I said, almost as a question.

“Okay,” she said again, this time with a little more life as she got out of her seat.

“Okay,” I said with more assurance, standing up myself.

We walked out to the dance floor, standing next to the Fishers. The DJ, occupying a spot where the ice sculpture had initially been, was just switching out songs. Before the next one could start we were interrupted by a screech that sounded like a dying animal.

All of us spun around to see George and Stephanie standing with a tall woman who looked just like Stephanie but with grey hair. I presumed her to be the mother-in-law. She was also the source of the piercing scream.

“What are these people still doing here?” she asked, staring directly at us.

She was loud enough that the whole ballroom had heard. The DJ had hesitated, staring across the dance floor at us, and so there was now no music playing. Everyone present, in fact, was staring at us in that sudden silence. It would have been awkward, but I was too busy feeling surprised by the sudden wailing scream.

Apparently Kris was shocked as well. She said nothing, just staring mouth agape at this woman.

“Mom.” Stephanie spoke through gritted teeth. She glanced over at the DJ, perhaps hoping to get the music and the party started again, but her mom interrupted.

“Why are these people still here?” she asked again, speaking now directly to the newlyweds.

“Mom, they’re our guests.” Stephanie kept her voice down.

“I explicitly asked they be removed before the reception.”

“We invited them mom. Because we had so many cancellations, remember?”

“Don’t you think I know that? What are they doing at the reception? Look at that hideous dress,” she gestured right toward Kris.

All of a sudden it seemed like the entire room was looking at Kris. I turned to her myself, feeling dizzy with what was suddenly happening.

“Mrs. Daugherty,” George said, stepping forward. “These are my guests. I couldn’t invite these people just for the ceremony and then tell them they had to leave.”

“Of course we could. This is our party. I paid for all this. It’s bad enough you have so many freeloaders eating our food, now you bring in your sacrilege as well? I’m not going to allow it. I want these people removed.”

The genuine confusion I felt was now matched by the look on George’s face. “Sacrilege?”

“Don’t pretend you don’t know. Look at that ugly, repulsive, profane dress! It’s an insult to my eyes and my family.”

In that moment, had Kris asked me to, I would have gunned down this woman where she stood and never regretted it. That thought was quickly intercepted by another noting that such a thing was the opposite of what Kris would want me to do. Instead I turned to her, standing there in the sparkling green dress, lit to radiance in the lowered lighting.

“That dress isn’t ugly,” I said without quite thinking about my words. “It’s electric.”

“I want this person removed right now,” Mrs. Daugherty screeched over my comment.

“Wait, who?” George asked.

“Her!” she pointed to Kris as if she were accusing someone of witchcraft. “Her, and anyone else who thought they could come here and insult us with their profanity.”

“Okay,” Kris said. I realized then that she had not spoken yet in this confrontation. Now she was holding up her hands and raising her voice. “Okay. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean any offense. I’ll go. I’ll leave.” She glanced around. “I’m leaving. I’m sorry, I’m going.”

She backed a few steps away, then turned and started toward the exit. I shot a dark glance toward this woman that, I hoped, conveyed the message that if I ever saw her again I would throttle her neck until her head popped off, then I turned as well and moved after Kris.

She walked at a brisk walk, glancing aside to note that I was with her without saying anything. We got out of the ballroom and down the long, arched hallway, now a dark tunnel with only minimal lighting. I heard the music start back up behind us, now a fading din as we continued. Kris still did not say anything until we at last reached the top of the grand staircase.

“You didn’t have to come with me Greg,” she said in a low voice, without looking at me, even as she continued on down the staircase.

“I know,” I said.

We got about half way down before she stopped. She turned to me and put her hand on my upper arm, as if to steady herself.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

She nodded as she took a few deep breaths. “I’m okay. Just, a little surprised.”

“I honestly have no idea what just happened back there.”

“I don’t either.” She paused, then looked at me. “Thanks for walking out with me Greg.”

“Of course,” I smiled. “I really do think your dress is beautiful. If you had told me there was one person in there wearing a cheap dress I would never have guessed it was yours. I mean, not that your dress looks cheap, but, er,” I caught myself in a stammer and stopped.

Kris smiled at me and took my arm. “Come on, let’s go find a ride back.”

We started down again, but only went a few steps before we heard someone behind us.

Both of us stopped to turn around and see Alana arrive at the top of the stairs. She started down them as well. Right behind her were Jake and Logan and the Fishers, then some of the other people from the shelter who had come out to join us. Then a whole bunch more. In a second there was a waterfall of people descending over the steps.

“I’m really sorry about that,” Alana said as she caught up with us. “Come on, we’re going home.”

“All of you?” Kris looked about at the sudden crowd around us.

Logan, having arrived next to me, answered. “You think we’re gonna stay after they kick out our leader.” He held out his hands in an incredulous shrug and continued on.

We found ourselves suddenly swept up in the flow of a crowd. Looking around I realized that, beyond just our core group, the Resistance people, and those from the shelter, there were also some of the fancier guests. I recognized George’s best man and his wife, perhaps some of his other sibling as well, and even a few I thought had been on the bride’s side. Then I saw George and Stephanie themselves.

“Um,” Kris said to them as they came up to walk alongside us. She struggled to form words for a second. “You two . . .”

“Hi,” Stephanie said. “I don’t think we got to properly meet.”

“Oh, sorry,” George said. “Kris, this is my wife, Stephanie. Steph, this is Kris, she’s in charge of those Red Cross volunteers that are helping down at the shelter.”

“Oh yes, I’ve heard of you guys.”

“Um, so,” Kris said, “are you two ditching out on your own wedding reception?”

“We’re the newlyweds,” George said. “The reception is wherever we go. That party is over, we’re moving things out to your place for the after-party.”

“I appreciate the gesture,” Kris said, “but you didn’t need to do that for me.”

“Okay,” Stephanie said, “but I did need to do it for me.”

Kris just nodded to this and fell quiet.

We rode back in the same vehicles that took us. The newlyweds had a limousine waiting for them, as it turns out to drive them around in case they wanted to go out and party some more somewhere else, meaning this excursion was kind of part of the plan, just happening earlier and to an unexpected venue. The best man and a couple bridesmaids also piled into that vehicle while our busses loaded up.

As Jake’s car drove us back he at last offered us some explanation. “So, this is partly my fault,” he said. “I should have realized.”

“Realized what?” Logan asked.

“So, I don’t know if this got mentioned, but George is a member of the Radiant church.”

“The what?”

“The Radiant church? Those people you always see dressed in flannel handing out pamphlets and saying that God needs our help?”

“He’s one of them?”

Jake nodded and cracked one of the big smiles that seemed like it might hurt his cragged skin. “He’s not vocal about it, but it’s been a source of contention with his in-laws.”

“They don’t approve?” Kris asked.

“Not at all. They’re strictly Southern Baptist types. Say these Radiants don’t even count as real Christians. There were a lot of concessions made for this wedding, and this marriage. Stephanie had to promise not to convert and raise the kids in her family’s church, stuff like that. Part of it was this had to be a strictly ‘Christian’ as in ‘real Christian’ wedding. They forbade anything that could be associated with the Radiant church.”

“What the fuck does this have to do with anything?” Logan asked.

“Well look at this dress Kris is wearing,” Jake gestured to the back seat.

Logan turned in his seat to get a look at Kris, directly behind him. “What about it?”

“Green and yellow are sort of the officials colors of the Radiant church. Haven’t you notice that’s what they’re always wearing, and they have those green and gold crosses?”

“Oh,” Kris said, bringing a hand to her mouth. “Oh, I didn’t realize.”

“The wedding colors were red and purple. Stephanie’s mom insisted on those colors, because they are literally the opposite of green and yellow. Apparently she had a long list of things forbidden at this wedding because she thought they were associated with George’s church, which included having anything green or yellow. Did you notice that the laser light display the DJ had did not have those colors at all?”

“That’s what that was all about?” Logan asked. He sounded as mad as I had felt earlier, while I found myself just feeling perplexed by it all.

“Weddings make people go crazy,” Jake shrugged.

“I’m really sorry,” Kris said. “I didn’t mean for any of this to happen.”

“You couldn’t have known,” Jake said. “I should have thought to say something when we all picked out clothes yesterday.”

“Don’t be sorry,” Logan said, turning around to her again. “You didn’t do anything wrong. Those people are fucking insane.”

“I was a guest at their wedding. I definitely didn’t want to offend them.”

“They were literally offended by the color green. What were you suppose to do?”

“Yeah,” I said, “they could have kicked you out just based on eye color.”

“One of the bridesmaids was wearing colored contacts for exactly that reason,” Jake said.

“You’re shitting me,” Logan said. Jake just shook his head. “Fuck those people. I told you we never should have gone. That meal was not good enough to warrant this nonsense.”

“We went because we were trying to help George,” Kris said. “I hope we didn’t end up making things worse for him.”

“If this makes things worse for him than he never had hope to begin with.”

It turned out we were the first to get back to the shelter. Even as we got the roll up doors open though the Fischers pickup truck arrived, its back crammed full of would-be party goers. Right away Jake had us start moving aside some of the tables in the main warehouse to create space for a big dance floor.

Then, to my surprise, other stuff started arriving. Some guys who I think were part of George’s family showed up in their own truck with something that looked like a wooden alter. They grabbed me to help them haul it in. I became one of four people helping to lift it out of the truck bed and get it inside, but only once we tilted it and set it upright did I realized what it was.

The alter was essentially a freestanding wooden cross set within an arch. It was all painted white, but had actual living vines intertwined all around it. Detailing on the arch part made it look like a connected series of leafs, while the cross itself had an integrated sunburst symbol at its center.

By the time we had it set up some of the bridesmaids had arrived as well. They were busy setting up streamers and decorations around the room. I watched one come over and drape some yellow ribbons across the alter.

Somewhat in shock, I stepped to the center of the room and spun in a slow circle, taking in all this sudden activity. The warehouse space now had a bunch of plastic vines strung along the walls, and glittering tinsel and miniature mirrored balls hung from room-crossing streamers. A new DJ, actually I think another relative of George, arrived with a much smaller setup, and with some help from Lucas got himself set up on some pallets and the old forklift.

“What the fuck is happening?” Logan said in a low tone as he came to stand next to me, his equal level of surprise struck across his face.

Alana, walking past, stopped to turn to us with a knowing grin. “Welcome to the real wedding,” she said.

Our autonomous busses had also arrived at this point, and the influx of people from these was only furthering the rush of activity. Logan and I just continued to stand in awe in the middle of the room, eventually joined by Ian and Veronica and the Fishers, all doing likewise.

At last a limousine pulled up outside. It had a set of double doors that opened wide to reveal its whole interior.

From within there stepped a dark-skinned man dressed like some kind of priest. He wore a long white and green robe with flared sleeves and a golden sunburst on its front and back. I thought he looked just a weird-tall-hat shy of being the pope. Following him were George and Stephanie.

There was a cheer from the crowd, who parted to form an aisle toward the alter. The three figures walked up to take their places in front of that, with the best man and the bridesmaids who were present moving to join them.

The couple and the priest exchanged glances among each other and looked around at the crowd. All three of them seemed about to start speaking at once. The priest smiled and gestured to the couple, and then they stared at each other for another awkward moment. At last George just started speaking.

“So, thank you, everyone, for joining us, here, at our, um, I guess our real wedding.”

A little cheer and some applause went up around the crowd. George slunk back a little, as if genuinely embarrassed. He held up a hand for quiet. “So, legally, we’ve been married for a few hours, since we signed the paperwork this afternoon, but to us, this is where we were really going to be married. We’d originally planned to do this a few days from now.”

“It was going to be a munch smaller ceremony,” Stephanie said, prompting some laughs.

“Much smaller,” George said. “Officiant and a pair of witnesses, and that was it. Um,” he paused and looked around at the crowd, prompting another chuckle.

“We’re glad it worked out this way,” Stephanie said.

“We are, definitely,” George nodded emphatically to this. “This is us, this is the real us, and we’re glad to be sharing it. I, um, I can’t say I know everybody here,” he flashed a smile and a few people laughed. “I recognize most everyone from Fellowship though, and, you know, I’m glad you’re the ones sharing this with us. Um,” he paused, turned back to Stephanie, and then gestured for the priest to begin.

The ceremony this time was anything but cliche. The priest spoke not in terms of vows or placing roses but about mental health and spiritual growth; not about eternity or unparting until death but about deepening compassion and carrying themselves together ‘as far as their journey took them.’ At one point the couple removed the wedding rings they had put on in the previous ceremony, George putting these in a pocket, while they instead joined right hands and the priest wrapped a yellow ribbon in some intricate pattern around both their forearms.

It was also a lot shorter. After about five minutes of talking the priest told them they may kiss. They did so to raucous applause, then turned and held up their arms as they faced the audience.

Right as they did the DJ kicked on the music, and everyone started dancing. After the first song George and Stephanie made their way over to our group.

“Hey,” she said, getting Kris’ attention specifically. “Hey, I wanted to apologize again for what happened back at the reception.”

“Oh, it’s fine,” Kris said.

“No,” George said. “No it isn’t. There’s no excuse for kicking you out like that, making a scene in front of everybody.”

“I still feel bad for causing all this.”

“Don’t be,” Stephanie said. “This could not have been more perfect.”

“Well,” George said, “perfect for us.”

“It’s what we wanted,” she paused and blew out a deep breath. “My family wanted something different.”

Her husband leaned in and wrapped an arm around her. “Hey,” he said.

“Oh, I’m okay. It’s just, the last few months, preparing for this, it’s been,” she drew another deep sigh.

“Overwhelming?” Kris asked.

“In every way.”

“I’m sure they wanted it to be perfect as well,” Kris said.

“Their vision of perfect,” Stephanie said. “Which apparently meant making a scene and throwing guests out in front of everybody.”

Kris offered a slight shrug. “She wanted it to be perfect down to the last detail. We never realize until too late that our quest to make things perfect is what will be their ruin.”

Both of them smiled widely. “I like that,” George said.

“It ruined the reception, maybe,” Stephanie said, “but it made the actual ceremony perfect for us.” She gestured at the party that surrounded us.

“This is a better reception too,” George said. “No big fancy ice sculptures or expensive banquets, but nobody hiding in one corner and getting kicked out because they’re underdressed. Our people showed up, that’s what’s important.”

“It’s the thought that counts,” Stephanie said.

“I’m not really sure it is,” Kris said.

“Come again?” George leaned toward her.

“I don’t think the thought does count. If I’m being honest. I think that’s kind of a copout.”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s like saying good intentions matter over results. It’s,” Kris flashed a wane smile and looked away, out the open roll-up door into the darkened street. “It’s kinda bullshit, when you think about it. I mean, would you rather have someone incompetent with good intentions or someone who gets things done. If someone gets things done, do you even care about their intentions?”

“Isn’t that saying the ends justify the means?” Stephanie asked.

“No.” I could tell from the slow way Kris was talking she was wrestling with this thought, only half-formed. Her pause elongated for a few seconds. “No, I don’t think that, but I don’t think the motive justifies the ends either.”

“Well be that as it may,” George said, “the end here was getting the wedding we had really wanted, and you inadvertently made that happen. So thank you.” He smiled and offered a little bow to Kris.

She smiled as well, though still looked a little sad, as the happy couple went off.

After that, at long last, I actually got to dance with Kris.

“I have to admit,” I said to her as we swayed slowly to some love song whose lyrics I could not understand. “I have no idea what happened here tonight.”

“Was it really that hard to follow?” Kris asked me.

“Um, well,” I stammered a little. “Yes.”

“They obviously intended all along to have their real wedding with their real church, this Radiant Fellowship thing.”

“So she’s part of this church as well?”

“Of course.”

“And all these other people?” I looked about at the crowd swaying around us. “They’re all part of this church too?”

“Did you really think a bunch of people would show up to a stranger’s wedding?”

“I, um, well, that’s what they made it sound like when they were asking questions the last couple days.”

“The people asking those questions were not the ones that showed up.”

“Oh,” I said, glancing around again. “Okay, but still, why didn’t George just go invite the people from his church directly?”

Kris shifted out a little to fix me with the most skeptical version of her stare.

“Oh, right,” I said. “Sorry.”

She laughed at me and leaned her head against my chest for a second. “It’s okay, Greg. It has been a weird evening.”

“I guess I was caught off guard that it all happened so fast. Did they really just decide to bail on their own reception and do this ceremony right now just, you know, I mean, did they decide that right when we got kicked out?”

“Apparently they did.”

I fell quiet as I met Kris’ gaze, as intense as ever in the weird mirror-ball low lighting of the warehouse.

“I guess your dress worked out then?” I said.

“I guess it did.”

“I still think you look electric in it.”

“Thank you,” she smiled, then tilted her head to the side, examining me. “Why do you keep calling it that?”

“What?”

“Electric. Why do you call this dress that?”

“Oh, uh, I don’t know. It’s just what I think of when I, um,” I stuttered a little here but pressed forward, “when I see you in it.”

She just smiled at this, holding my gaze for a few more beats, then leaned her head in against my chest again.

“It still really pisses me off the way that bitch kicked you out like that.”

“Well she was right, she paid for that reception, she could kick out whoever she wanted.”

“Yeah, but who invites someone to a wedding at the last minute and then kicks them out because of what that person wore?”

She smiled as she looked up at me, then offered the faintest of shrugs. “I guess for some people an invite isn’t really an offer but instead some kind of demand.”

 

 

 


 

 

 

 

 

2nd Prophets 

 


 

THE PROPHET JENNIFER 

1

The words of the wise, from all distant corners of the world, passed down through all the ages, spoken to all the peoples, though they do not listen.

The evils of humans do not relent. They sell the innocent for silver, and the needy for a trifle and a moment’s diversion. They trample on the heads of the poor and deny justice to the oppressed. They preach righteousness, but eat and drink wine while the innocent perish.

Is not the summit of the mountain supported by every stone beneath? Does the apex of the tower stand without all the levels below? Surely those held aloft are owed no more from those on whose backs they stand.

All with wits can see this, but who among them can act. They do not know how to do right, those who store up in their fortresses with what they have plundered and looted.

Witness then, America, the great unrest within her and the oppression among her people. A multitude will overrun your land, pull down your strongholds and plunder your fortresses. On that day your great monuments and flags will be cut off and fall to the ground. They will tear down your winter house along with your summer house; the businesses and industry gilded in gold will be destroyed and the mansions will be demolished.

 

2

Hear this word, oh wealthy Americans, who oppress the poor and crush the needy and say, “Bring us more drinks!” The time will surely come when you will be taken away with hooks. You will go straight out through breaches in the wall, and you will be cast down into the gutter.

Go to all the peoples of the world, go to the downtrodden, the destitute, to those who do not share your beliefs and your hypocrisy. Go and boast, Americans, for this is what you love to do. Brag of your might and your righteousness and your justice and liberty.

Preach your prosperity gospel to those with empty stomachs. Preach to those for whom you have wreaked havoc with the rains even as you deny such a thing. Preach to those who stagger from land to land for water but did not get enough to drink, and claim it is their own fault in the eyes of your made up god.

Preach to those who have lost everything to blight and infestation. Preach to those consumed by plagues and struck down in wars.

Preach to all those who are thrown down and dispossessed, who are like a burning stick snatched from the fire. Preach to them, and wonder why they do not cheer your wealth and power.

 

3

There are those who turn justice into bitterness and cast righteousness to the ground. There are those who hate the one who upholds justice in court and detest the one who tells the truth. They levy a tax on the poor and impose a tax on the weak. There are those who oppress the innocent and take bribes and deprive the poor of justice in the courts.

The greedy sweep across the world like a fire, with nothing that can quench their desire. Therefore the prudent keep quiet in such times, for the times are evil. For the wise know that the evil who turn aside the poor undermine their own foundation.

Therefore, though they have built stone mansions, they will not live in them; though they have planted lush vineyards, you will not drink their wine.

Woe to those who long for a day of reckoning! Why do you long for a reckoning? That day will not be a reckoning by your imaginary god who punishes those you hate and rewards your wealth and opulence. On that day the rich and their gleaming wealth will not be exalted but will be cast down. The reckoning will not be from an imaginary god but from the real poor upon whose backs you glorify yourselves.

On the day of reckoning there will be wailing in every mansion and cries of anguish in every boardroom. There will be wailing in all the country clubs, for the poor will pass through them in a swarm.

Those you oppress, America, they despise your festivals, your parties are a stench to them. Even though you offer them your scraps and cast-offs, the oppressed will not accept them. Though you bring some pittance, the oppressed will have no regard for them.

“Away with your music and merriment!” cry the downtrodden. They will not listen to your words and your noise. But let justice roll on like a river, righteousness like a never-failing stream! Perhaps then you may live up to your proclamations of piety, and mercy will be met with mercy just as cruelty is met with cruelty.
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Woe to those who are complacent in their riches, who are secure in their finery and luxuries, who imagine themselves foremost among all peoples and all countries. For they do not know history. They do not think how the rich and decadent of past eras have been cast down by the uprising of those they oppress.

The rich do not think of those upon who they tread and are taken by surprise by the hate they inspire. They walk in splendor and cannot imagine the poverty they create, and so put off the day of disaster they imagine can never come, yet ever nearer do  they draw to a reign of terror with their every action.

They lie on beds adorned with gold and lounge in their silks. They dine on choice lambs and fattened calves. They wallow in their electronic stimuli and their empty frivolities. They drink wine by the bowlful and use the finest lotions. Yet never do they stop to grieve over the ruin they create.

Therefore they will be among the first to be cast down; their feasting and lounging will end.

 

5

Hear this, you who trample the needy and do away with the poor of the land, saying, “When will we be relieved from these burdensome taxes and these cries for equality,” those who go about skimping on the measure, boosting the price and cheating with dishonest scales, buying the poor with silver and the needy for a trifle, scrounging that even your scrap cannot fall to the poor without your cut.

Those you oppress will not forget. The poor and downtrodden abhor the pride of America and detest its fortresses.

You have turned justice into poison and the fruit of righteousness into bitterness, yet you rejoice in your opulence and say, “Did we not earn all that we have without any help from anybody and without ever standing on the backs of any downtrodden?”

The day is coming when a nation will stir up against you and oppress you in kind. In that day the praise you receive for your unearned riches will turn to wailing. Your possessions and your bodies: flung everywhere! Silence!

The days are coming when a famine will sweep through the land. Not a famine of food or a thirst for water, but a famine of legitimacy. You will stagger and wander, searching for the glory and respect your money once bought, but you will not find it. In that day you will only find those who care not for your power and position, but only what pieces of you they can take, and what pieces they can burn.

Therefore your sons and daughters will fall by force of arms. Your possessions will be measured and divided up, and you yourself will die and be left in an unmarked grave. And for your mismanagement, America will surely fall as well.
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Listen, you leaders of America, you rulers of business and industry. Should you not embrace justice, you who hate good and love evil; who tear the skin from your people and the flesh from their bones?

Hear this, you leaders of cretins, you rulers of fools, who despise justice and distort all that is right; who build your factories with bloodshed, and your business with wickedness. America’s leaders judge for a bribe, its guardians look away for a price, and its lawmakers tell fables for money.

Night will come over them all. The sun will set for the captains of industry, and the day will go dark for them.

They will cry out, “do not proclaim doom. Do not speculate about these things, for they cannot happen; disgrace will never overtake us. Are we not favored by our god because or our wealth? No disaster will come upon us.”

If a liar and deceiver comes and says, ‘I will prophesy for you plenty of wine and beer,’ that would be just the prophet for this people!

Therefore the day of reckoning will leave them in surprise, for they cannot allow themselves to think of disaster until it is upon them, nor can they think at all of those they trample and who feed them, until the people rise up like an enemy.

Then the leaders will be ashamed and the executives disgraced. They will all cover their faces and hope nobody notices their transgressions. They will cry out to their god, but he does not exist and will not answer them.

Therefore because of you, leaders and captains of industry, America will be plowed like a field, your businesses will become a heap of rubble, the city on a hill a mound overgrown with thickets.

 

 

THE PROPHET HEATHER 

7

Learn what reason has to teach, people of America. Do not fill your mind with the superstitions of religion, for those who do are terrified by random happenstance. The practices of the churches are worthless. They read a story of fantasy and adorn themselves in the imagined trappings of power. Like a painting or a statue, their gods cannot speak. The imagined words of imagined gods must be preached, for their gods have no voice of their own. Do not fear them; they can do no harm nor can they do any good.

No god or fairy story is like the power of reason. The preachers and worshipers are all senseless and foolish; they are taught by ancient myths and misinterpreted sayings. They build an edifice of half-truths and wishful thinking, and call this a god. But the gods invented by humans will perish with humans. Only the uncaring universe remains, and the underlying rationality that is true God, comprehensible but indifferent.

Everyone is senseless and without knowledge; every preacher is shamed by his fantasy. The gods he makes are a fraud; they have no substance to them. They are worthless, the objects of mockery, and will pass on to myth in their time.

Those who try to fill themselves with their made up gods become only hollow, they are empty vessels with no purpose. Discipline thyself then in due measure, to find ones own steps.
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Preachers speak of their god’s justice and righteousness. Why does the way of the wicked prosper? Good words they often speak, yet their actions are far removed from what they profess. Who is to believe in such a god, when such a god is silent even as the land lies parched and the grass in every field is withered? 

Will calamity eventually befall the wicked? Is this the work of god, yet god is innocent when the wicked prosper? Would the preachers claim the wicked will suffer after death, a state about which they know nothing? Will they claim their god will ‘get around’ to dealing with the wicked, then use this as an excuse to demand more faith?

These are the grasping excuses of a child. These are made up answers from those who desperately wish they could provide solace, yet can offer none.

Reason stands without belief, always ready for those willing to follow, while those who scorn reason find in time their effort comes to nothing, and they reap the thorns of their own stupidity. There is no solace here, for this is not the place to look for it.
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I am ridiculed all day long; everyone mocks me. The word of truth have brought me insult and reproach.

When the priests and the believers in magic hear my words, they threaten to lock me up or have me beaten, for their faith is fragile and cannot stand even the hint of dissension. Yet they are a terror on all sides, a terror to themselves and their friends, for their belief in magical thinking will ensure their problems are never solved in reality. They will give America and all of its wealth into the hands of its enemies, and they will go into poverty and exile, and all the while they will stare in amazement, unable to comprehend why their fictional god did not save them.

But if I say nothing of this coming calamity and speak no more, than how am I any better than the prayers and believers in magical solutions? I am weary of holding it in; indeed, I cannot. I hear many whispers, “Denounce her! Let’s denounce her!” They all wait for me to slip, saying, “Perhaps she will be mistaken; and if we can ever find one minor quibble with anything she ever said it will be sufficient excuse to disregard all her words, and then we will prevail over her and take our revenge on her.”

But it does not matter what happens to me, for the reality of which I speak is as indifferent to my fate as it is to my enemies. No matter what becomes of me my persecutors will eventually stumble. They will fail and be thoroughly disgraced; their dishonor will never be forgotten.
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Concerning the churches: My heart is broken within me; all my bones tremble. The land is full of hypocrites; the priests follow an evil course and use their power unjustly. Both congregation and priest are godless, for even in the churches there is great wickedness. They spew poisonous words of hatred, and nurse toxic thoughts of petty slights and bitter revenge fantasies. Therefore their path will become slippery; they will wander in darkness and there they will fall. And among the preachers of the gospel there is horrible vindictiveness: They commit hypocrisy and live a lie. They strengthen the hands of evildoers in the name of their god, so that not one of them turns from their wickedness.

So the people say: “Do not listen to what the preachers say; they fill you with false promises and bile. They speak visions and fairy tales from their own minds and claim it is their fantasy sky god.” Then the message of compassion and kindness the preachers claim to represent is lost, for they are hypocrites and the people will not listen to them. They keep saying to themselves, “Our god will save us.” And to all who follow the hatred of their hearts they say, “Our god will protect you from the non-believers, who we despise and therefore can treat however we want, no matter what our holy book says.”

No human can know God, yet they run with their message; no god ever speaks to them, yet they have prophesied. But if they had heeded the council of the book they believe written by their god, they would have proclaimed kindness and good-will to all and would have turned from their hatred and their evil ways.

Is their god only a judge of those they dislike? Does faith grant them the right to preach without practicing? These preachers wish to ignore the teachings their church stands for so they can prophecy what is most convenient for them. They say, “I had a dream! I had a dream and god told me that everything I believe is right and everything my enemies believe is wrong, and I shall have my petty victory!” How long will this continue in the hearts of these lying prophets, who prophesy the delusions of their own minds? They think the dreams they tell one another will make them good and righteous and absolve them of the crimes they commit in the name of their god.

Let the prophet who has a dream recount the dream, yet what meaning can it have to those who have already seen his hypocrisy?

When these people say, “I have heard the word of god,” say to them, “what word? who are you that god would speak to you?” If a priest or anyone else claims, “This book is a message from god,” ask them why this book and no other.

No satisfactory answer will ever be given, for none exists. Their belief is a circle. One must believe to accept their holy writing, and one must accept their holy writing to believe, and they harden their hearts so that none may get out of the circle, yet also so that none ever enter.

Do not believe those who claim to have ‘the word of god’, because each one’s word becomes their own message.
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Shout it aloud, do not hold back. Raise your voice like a trumpet. Declare to the holy their rebellion and to the believers their hypocrisy.

For day after day they seek the imaginary god they already know; they seem eager to be confirmed in their own holiness, as if what they did was righteous and not a mockery of their claimed beliefs. They ask their god for judgement as if they too should not be judged, and seem eager for their god to come near and destroy their enemies.

“We have fasted and humbled ourselves and done god’s work,” they say. “Surely god will notice and reward us with revenge for our petty grievance.”

Yet what have they done that is so humble? They amass great wealth and say it is because god wants it so. They nurse bitterness in their hearts to those who do not join their cult, and tell themselves they are righteous in wanting their declared enemies struck down in the name of their god of mercy, in wanting themselves praised and honored in the name of their god of humility, in wanting their hatred spread in the name of their god of love.

Yet their own writings tell them what their god’s work out to be: to loose the chains of injustice and untie the cords of the yoke, to set the oppressed free. To share food with the hungry and to provide the poor with shelter, to clothe the naked and not to turn away from their own flesh and blood.

For those who are humble and contrite are looked upon with favor by all the righteous. Then your righteousness will go before you, and when you cry for help, there will be those who say: Here am I.

But those who say ‘let our god be glorified’ because they wish glory for themselves, and wish others to tremble at their own pretense of holiness, have done evil and chose what displeases the reasoned and the righteous. They will proclaim their god’s glory among the nations and seek thus to let all hear of their own fame and see their own glory.

Yet they will be put to shame. The actions taken to waylay that which they dread will whip back to bring about the very thing. For their time will come and their glory will fade, and when they are dead they will be eaten by worms alongside the righteous. But the people, and all their descendants, will look out at the false prophets and charlatans and purveyors of hate and see they have done nothing to nurse or soothe their fellows, done nothing to bring abundance to their progeny, done nothing to extend peace or comfort or wealth to the nations. And they will be loathsome to all humanity.
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Maintain justice and do what is right, for this is what you would want from others. Blessed is the one who does this, the person who holds it fast, who keeps their hands from doing any evil.

Let no believer or cultist say, “I worship my own made up god who demands blood of those I just so happen to hate anyway.”

And let no nihilist say, “all is without meaning so I may do whatever I can get away with, my ends will justify my means.”

For reason reveals that our actions echo across nations and ages and return to us in their own way. The worthy do not need promises of earthly delights or posthumous joys to do what is right, they know that righteousness is its own end. And the wise know that all humans are connected and are best when they look out for each other; they do not need the threat of angry phantoms to join in a spirit of camaraderie.
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The righteous perish, and no one takes it to heart. They walk and go about in peace, and bother no one, yet are not spared the taunts of the evil and the hypocrites.

For the wicked cannot abide the good, and the hypocrite cannot bear the reminder of their falsehood. Those who stand forthright must be mocked and sneered at, so that the very thought of their righteousness is banished, lest it be exposed and all the lies of the wicked be revealed. The wicked must believe their own lies, just as the hypocrite must never subject themselves to even their own judgement, for the truth of the mirror would reveal them as a brood of villains.

Is it because God is always silent that they do not fear their own silent god?

When their false righteousness and their real works are exposed, it will not benefit them. When they cry out for help, will their collection of fantasies save them? The wind will carry all of them off, a mere breath will blow them away. But whoever takes refuge in reason and humility will inherit the land.

For reason can dwell in all minds, in the high and righteous but also in the low and humble. Reason will not be enraged by that which is labeled sin, it will not punish or withdraw because of our frailties, it will not hide away forever even as the wicked would see it banished.

For all with reason can know that wickedness is its own calamity. The wicked are like the tossing sea, which cannot rest, whose waves cast up mire and mud. There is no rest for the wicked.

 

 


Snow was on the ground and blowing in gusts across the interstate. Even on previous trips though, in better weather, this route did not recommend itself. There were major potholes along some sections and occasional overgrown wrecks, abandoned but not quite fully pulled off to the side.

It seemed to me an odd path to be on to get food, but experience had shown it to be the most effective.

Logan and I rode in the back of the Fischer’s pickup, huddled with blankets piled on against the harsh winter wind. Surrounding us were pallets and boxes filled with flour, winter wheat, canned apples and pears, eggs and cheeses and unpasteurized milk, and even some canned meat. We bought it all at a county farmer’s market. Most of it came in unlabeled packages, or packages with handwritten labels. A small sign at the market I noticed on our first trip had noted that none of the products there were FDA approved. All of it was also quite cheap, considering.

The stacks of good around us were piled high and held down with knotted ropes and straps. The stacks were tall enough that it shielded us from view, providing some protection against the biting wind as well as a bit of cover.

So far nothing had happened on this route during our twice weekly trips, and it seemed especially unlikely anyone was stalking the road on this bitter cold day. Still Logan was paranoid. On previous trips we had seen clusters of vehicles gathered behind trees off to the side of the road. They looked suspicious, but nothing ever came of them. The closest we had come to bandits was a sudden burst of gunfire out of nowhere one day. I might not have even noticed it if a bullet had not struck the side of the truck with a loud pinging sound. Noah had gunned it at the sound, and we drove off without returning fire or even seeing our attackers. Despite the weather I shared Logan’s paranoia.

He had told me that, should the truck ever be disabled, my job was to get out, use the truck for cover, and lay down suppressive fire, by which he meant just keep firing in the direction of the bandits while he got set up with his sniper rifle. I eyed that rifle now, sitting across Logan’s lap. The long barrel made it, overall, maybe as tall as Kris. It was an intimidating weapon. Logan also had his crossbow with him, which had seemed comical on the first trip, strangely unnerving now.

We said nothing for most of the drive, huddling instead against the cold. The Fischers had at first tried leaving the cabin’s back window open and blasting the heat, hoping some would spill out to us. But this had little effect, and we told them to close it up and preserve the warmth.

As we at last descended out of the hills into the Ohio Valley the wind died down and the snow drifts gave way to inhabited neighborhoods and a cold drizzle. My mind started to wander back to that morning. I reached down and felt at where I had, stuffed into the left side cargo pocket of my pants, a comic book.

I thought of it as a comic book. It was made from thin, loose leaf paper folds with a binding that was nothing more than a series of heavy staples. It did not really look much like a comic book though. The cover had nothing but the sunburst cross on it, yellow on a dark green background. Inside there were hand drawn pictures of good quality, but a lot more words than a typical comic book, forming full page blocks of text at some points. It was also bigger than a comic, closer to a magazine.

This particular comic, or magazine, or book, I had come upon in the weeks after George’s wedding. I had been curious about the weird Radiant Fellowship of his but was apprehensive about asking, both because it seemed rude to just ask, “what is the deal with this?”, though that was the only question I could think to articulate, and also because I was afraid of being proselytized at by overanxious zealots. Instead I asked Kris. She apparently asked Alana or someone else in the Resistance, and eventually the result was this magazine thing being delivered back to me.

I had read some of it, but found it even more inscrutable. It had felt like a comic book in tone, with God as some banished super-hero and the world filled with people sporting all kinds of mystical powers. There were chapters on psychic chi, on the use of tarot and astrology, on ridding the body of toxins with a whole lot of diet advise, on meditation and yoga and astral projection, which it called the mental-physical-spiritual trinity. It had all kinds of pictures to go with this, hand drawn in a variety of styles. I knew they were hand drawn too because that got emphasized at every opportunity, though later I found out ‘hand drawn’ meant generated on a computer by a human. It was important that no generative algorithm work was involved, as I was informed in a ‘bestiary’ chapter that these were faerie spirts that lacked souls and manipulated people from the software they could possess.

I had given up on reading the actual magazine thing the day before, when Kris passed me a thick sheath of papers torn from her spiral notebook. Right away I had looked to start reading ‘Second Prophets’ but found myself interrupted and unable to get away to a secluded spot. It was then that I realized that the pages from her notebook were smaller than the magazine, such that I could shove Kris’ papers into it and read them while keeping them hidden. I had done just that through some of the previous evening, and the next morning, and part of the drive out, before at last finishing while waiting for the others at the farmer’s market.

Unbidden this thought brought a smirk to my face as I realized I had shoved some plain text into my comic book to secretly read, rather than the reverse. It made me wonder if that was something anybody ever actually did, or if it only existed in old television shows I had seen.

“What are you laughing at?” Logan asked me.

I shook my head, not wanting to explain. My gaze naturally landed on the crates of food around us. “Nothing,” I said. “I was just marveling at how little this all cost.”

Logan smirked as well. “Fucked up, isn’t it? Bandit territory discount. Who would ever have believed that even with gas this would be less expensive than going to the superstore?”

“Is it cheap because of this stretch of highway, or cheap because there are no health standards whatsoever out there?”

“The special economic zones don’t have regulations either. It’s this highway. Really it’s the fact that those farmers don’t have to travel along this highway themselves.”

I sat up a little to peer out over the boxes at the mixture of ruined buildings and fortified neighborhoods we were passing through. I recognized the area and knew it would not be long before we reached the bridge.

We rode on in silence, the waterfront buildings I could see over the pile of boxes around us giving way to the supports of the bridge.

“Can I ask you a personal question?” I said.

“You can ask.”

“Do you ever think about what happened the day we first met?”

“The day we met?”

“The shootout. With those cops.”

“Bandits. They had ceased to be cops long ago.”

“Do you say that because you killed them?”

“I say it because it’s true. I had realized what they were long before we met you guys on that road.”

I paused to glance at him, but Logan was huddled up with the blankets, partly concealing his face, his eyes just peering out to look over the boxes. “I only ask,” I said, “because I get the impression you’ve been through a lot of battles or whatever. I’d never been in anything like that before.”

“Can I take it you think about it?”

“Not often, but yeah. It kind of bothers me, you know, like, when you realize you made a mistake and are cursing yourself, except in this case I don’t know if I even made a mistake, it just feels like it, kind of.”

“It haunts you, I get it,” he shot me a glance. “You shouldn’t worry about it though.”

“You think?”

“Those guys were scum. I’m here to tell you, I shot a lot of people in Beijing, and I have no idea who they were, what they’re deal was. But those guys, I can tell you, fuck them. You probably killed a couple of them, and if you did they should give you a fucking medal for it. You did the world a favor.” He shook his head. “Killing those fucks doesn’t bother me at all.”

I nodded, though I was not quite convinced.

“We may have to do it again, if we keep making this run.” He gestured back along the road we had just driven.

“Yeah, I was thinking about that.”

“You remember our plan right?”

“Yeah.”

“You shouldn’t let that bother you either. We’re just minding our business here, anybody that attacks us would be more bandits like those fucks out of Nelsonville.”

“Maybe, but they could also just be starving people, right?” I said. “The people at that farmer’s market didn’t exactly look healthy.”

“Does the ends justify the means? It doesn’t become something less than highway robbery because they’re desperate.”

“It makes them more sympathetic, don’t you think?”

“No, not at all. If we were starving would you resort to robbing people like that? At gunpoint?”

“Well,” I stammered a little. “I like to think not, but I’ve never been that desperate.”

“I wouldn’t, and neither would you.”

“I hope you’re right.”

“I know I’m right. You know how? Even if you and I got that desperate, do you think Kris would let us go through with a plan like that?”

Again I stuttered in reply. “N-n-no, I’m pretty sure she wouldn’t.”

“Exactly,” he slapped a hand onto one of the nearby crates in emphasis. “She wouldn’t let us, and I can tell, if you ever thought you had disappointed her that deeply,” he paused and turned to look straight at me, “you would fucking shoot yourself.”

“That’s a little extreme . . .”

“Don’t try to deny it, I can tell. And I would too. That’s how it is. So anybody attacks us, out there or whatever, threatens what we have, what we’re doing, we fucking shoot them.”

I drew a deep breath, and said, “okay.”

We fell silent after that. By then we had reached the front of the checkpoint line. Corporate security waved us on through after a scan of Noah’s identification. As usual they said nothing about the lack of information the card’s file had or even bothered asking to scan the cards of the rest of us.

At the shelter we backed in to the truck’s usual spot in the middle. The evening rush had not yet arrived, but as I got out I saw a cluster of our own group gathered at one of the dining tables. They spotted us as well, and Kris sat up and waved for us to come over.

On one side of the table were Kris, Lucas, and Grant. Opposite them was the Alfa family, clustered around a young woman with hair drooping down into her face. I recognized her right away as Cindy, the woman who had come seeking help for an abortion right after we arrived. She sat with a toddler in her lap who kept fussing and pulling at her hair and her shirt.

Though I barely knew her I did have a whole made-up background of having a family with her. I’d never had to take her to a hospital and use that story, but it still felt weird seeing her now with her son. I took a seat opposite her, Logan and the Fischer brothers piling in next to me.

Lucas leaned over to look down at us newcomers. “Cindy was just saying she has an offer for us.”

“It’s not an offer,” she said in her throaty voice. She paused and pushed some of the hair from her eyes, adjusting where her son had disheveled it. “It’s just, it’s, a thing.”

“Do you want me to maybe take him?” Kris asked.

“Would you?” the relief flooding into her voice seemed to cut some tension I had not even known existed. “It’s just, you know, for a few minutes so I can talk, I just . . .”

“It’s fine,” Kris smiled. She stood and reached across, hefting the child across the table. Bouncing him as she carried him, Kris walked away toward the side offices. We watched her go, then I slid down to consolidate the remaining group.

“Why don’t you start from the beginning?” Charlotte said.

Cindy sighed and looked around at her gathered listeners. “So, my boyfriend, my ex-boyfriend,” she said with emphasized bitterness, “he owned a company, a corporation thing, whatever, in the commerce zone.”

“He incorporated in the commerce zone?” Jake asked.

“Yeah, right, that. So, shit, let me start over. So my ex-boyfriend, he had this failing company. Because you have to be an idiot like him to fail as a payday loan company. So yeah, so he took off, with some new get-rich-quick scheme, headed to Florida, and I hadn’t heard from him for a while. Then I found out he’d been arrested. Of course. So he’s in jail down there facing real jail time, he’s not coming back anytime soon.”

I glanced around, wondering if this story was going anywhere. Everyone else was paying rapt attention though, so I did not interrupt.

“So he’s gone, but the company, the incorporated thing he set up, it’s still here. Oh, sorry, I should have mentioned before, this company was located right next to your place.” She pointed now, in the direction away from the superstore.

“You were saying before that he owned that building,” Jake said.

“Yes, right, that’s what I mean. The company owned it.”

She paused again, leaving me again wondering where this was going. “Okay,” I said.

“So I’ve been seeing if I could get possession of the place. I could really use the money, just, you know, just selling stuff off. He was running it as a payday loan and a pawn shop so he took in a lot of valuables, and I know he blew a lot of the money, and he took whatever cash he could with him, but I know there’s still stuff over there. We were never actually married, but I was trying to maybe get like a common law marriage thing since we lived together for so long and we had a kid together.”

Her words came out in a jumbled torrent. It felt odd how much more frazzled she seemed now than when I had spoken with her about a cover story to evade the GSA.

“I take it that didn’t work,” Logan said.

She shook her head and pushed her hair back again. “Maybe it could, I just, I would need a lawyer, a good lawyer, to figure things out.”

“We have a good lawyer,” Logan gestured to Jake.

“No, no, it’s not that. I appreciate it, but, I don’t know. Maybe that wouldn’t even help.”

“So where exactly do we come into the picture?”

“Right, yeah, so, this place, the building next door, my ex, he had a vault installed in the basement.”

“You’re about to tell us there’s still money in it?” Logan asked.

“I think there is. Maybe a lot.”

There was a pause in which all of us glanced around at each other. At the far end of the line Noah sat up to lean in closer to everyone and lowered his voice. “Is this gonna be some kind of heist?”

“No, it’s not that,” Charlotte said. Should paused and turned to Cindy. “May I?”

“Yes, thank you.”

“What’s happening is that this corporation still exists legally, but there are no actual humans around to do anything with it. It’s a zombie corporation.”

“Shouldn’t this guy still own it though?” Grant asked. “This ex-boyfriend jerk? Even if he’s in prison, right, he still owns it?”

“Not exactly,” Charlotte said. “Because he incorporated in the commerce zone there are differences from a regular corporation. It’s really easy to incorporate in most special economic zones. The other side of that is a corporation in the commerce zone is required to undertake a minimal level of ‘economic activity’ to maintain its charter.”

“That sounds almost like an anti-corporate law,” Grant said. “That’s pretty uncharacteristic of the Nationalist party, isn’t it?”

“It’s actually an anti-small corporation law,” Jake answered this question. “Like Charlotte said, they made it easy to start corporations here, maybe a little too easy. One guy can get a corporate charter from his basement. Then he dies or goes missing and has no next of kin and no other shareholders and this is what you get. They started to have all these small zombie corporations that owned assets that were just left sitting around with nobody to disposition them.”

As Jake spoke Grant was nodding his head. “Gotcha. So they pass some new laws that let bigger corporations swallow up assets for cheap if some small fry gets in their way. I’m guessing the standards for ‘minimum economic activity’ have been steadily raised since these went into effect.”

In reply to this Jake tapped on his nose, which to me looked almost painful given the condition of his skin, but apparently did not bother him.

“So what happens to one of these zombie corporations then?” Logan asked.

“They go into a kind of probate,” Charlotte said. “The Chamber of Commerce takes over and puts the corporation on the market.”

“The Chamber of Commerce?” Grant furrowed his brow.

“They run the commerce zone. It’s different in different special economic zones, but here it’s them. So they take the corporation and put it on the market based on, well, it’s a complex market valuation.”

“They put a price tag on it.”

“Right, yeah, and then anybody with the money can just buy it. If it doesn’t sell within a certain amount of time it goes to a full probate court that dissolved the corporation and takes charge of liquidating its assets, which usually get sold at auction. The proceeds pay off any debt and the rest goes to the Chamber of Commerce.”

“Nice little racket they got going,” Logan said.

“Charlotte,” I hesitated, at last deciding to ask something I had been thinking about. “How do you know so much about all this?”

“It’s my job. I work for the city handling commerce zone charters and stuff like that.”

“So you’re both lawyers,” I smiled.

“Officially I’m a paralegal.”

“Close enough for me,” Logan leaned forward, “but I’m still wondering how we come into all this.”

“So,” Cindy said, “I was trying to get the title of this company, that my ex owned, transferred to me, but I found out it was already in this fuck-you, we seized your property thing.”

“It’s already in probate?” Grant asked.

“It’s been put up for sale,” Charlotte said.

“Yeah, that,” Cindy nodded, “and the price is ridiculous. It’s way more than I could afford.”

“Yet you’re not suggesting a heist,” Logan said. When Noah had brought that up before he had sounded facetious, but now Logan used the word with casual ease, as if it were a real consideration. “Are you saying we should buy this company? It’s probably more than we can afford too.”

“Oh. So, I . . .”

“Hold on,” Charlotte said. “You haven’t heard the best part.”

“Oh, right, shit, sorry,” Cindy pushed her hair aside again and sat up. “Right, so, my ex, I know he blew a lot of the money he made, but I don’t think he lost it all. And he planned to come back. He would have taken what he could with him, but I know he had a lot in script, and I can’t find that anywhere. I think it’s still in his vault.”

“You mentioned that,” Logan said, “but how does that help us?”

“What it means,” Jake said, leaning forward and lowering his voice, “is that the corporation may be seriously undervalued.”

“How so?”

“Well, if what Cindy told us is true, they don’t know about this vault or what’s in it.”

“The amount he had,” Cindy said, “in script is more than their asking price for the corporate charter.”

“If we bought this we would actually be making money?” Logan asked.

“That’s right,” Jake said.

“Assuming this vault really does contain hidden treasure.”

“Correct.”

“We would need to look into this more,” Jake said, gesturing to himself and Charlotte. “To figure out the details.”

Logan paused and leaned back, folding his arms and glancing side to side at those of us around him. “Grant, you seem like you know a lot about this too.”

“Kind of. I was in real estate before,” he trailed off, looking away. “Well, before a lot of things happened.”

This got a nod and a serious look on Logan’s face. I watched as gears turned in his head. “So the idea would be to buy this corporation, claim what’s in the vault, then make a killing selling it all off?”

“I need to look at all the details some more,” Charlotte said.

“Sounds like it depends heavily on exactly what’s in that vault,” I said.

“Would looking into this,” Logan asked of Charlotte, “would that raise any suspicions?”

“It’s my job,” she said flatly.

Logan paused, waiting for more, but she just stared back at him. He started to nod. “Well okay. Let me ask you one more thing?” He leaned across the table toward Cindy. “Why bring this to us?”

“What do you mean?”

“Why tell us about this? As opposed to anybody else?”

She looked confused and glanced around for help. “I thought you guys would want to take advantage of it. I assumed you had the money.”

“But why us?”

“Well, you,” she pushed hair off her eyes and looked over at Alana. “You helped me before.”

“We did?” Logan asked.

“It was a personal matter,” Alana said to him in a curt tone. Then she turned back to Cindy. “We help people like that all the time. It doesn’t mean you owe us.”

“I know, but I found out about this and, you know, I can’t get that money. My ex probably can’t either now, even if I wanted to help him. I thought it would help you guys.” Again she looked around, eyes wide with fright from the subtle accusation in Logan’s tone. “If it doesn’t then just forget it, I didn’t want to cause trouble.”

“No, no,” I said, reaching toward her. “We’re definitely interested. Right?” I looked around at everyone for confirmation.

“Oh definitely,” Alana said. “Doesn’t hurt to at least have Charlotte look into it.” The sisters locked eyes in a way that seemed to transfer agreement.

“You think there’s some problem here?” I asked of Logan.

“It doesn’t sound like something we can afford,” he said, staring at Alana. “But you’re right, doesn’t hurt to figure out exactly what we’re talking about.”

*     *     *

Over the next couple days I forgot about the whole corporation thing with Cindy. They were busy days, moving and unpacking boxes from out latest food run and reorganizing stuff around the warehouse. So I was a little surprised when, one evening, Jake came around gathering everybody for a group meeting.

All of us crammed our way aboard the Beast. Climbing in myself, I was surprised to see not just the whole Alfa family present, but also George, the local city councilman, looking beleaguered as he leaned against the little kitchenette. With him it made fourteen of us elbowing each other in the limited space. As crowded as it felt it also made the place warm, which felt nice with the recent cold turn in the weather and the lack of any heating in most of the warehouse.

From a bulky purse she carried, Charlotte produced a tablet. She stood next to George and her father, with all of us surrounding her. She held up the tablet and give us all a look at its screen, though all I saw was some small print document.

“I’ve been going over Cindy’s proposal,” she said. “I think we can do it.”

“Cindy’s proposal?” Brandon asked. I apparently was not the only one who had forgotten.

“Who is Cindy?” Logan asked. He stood near the back, his arms raised above his head to brace against the edge of the skylight.

“The girl who was here a couple days ago,” Alana answered from behind him, at the far end of the vehicle. “Talking about the corporation that owns the building next door.”

“You mean that get rich quick scheme?”

“It’s not a get rich quick scheme.”

“It involved an easy way to make a bunch of money,” Logan said. “It’s the definition of a get rich quick scheme.”

“It’s not that easy, unfortunately,” Charlotte said.

“But it can work,” Jake said, “and we can make some serious money.”

“Maybe,” Logan emphasized, “and maybe we draw the attention of the city government or the people who run this commerce zone. Money is not worth scrutiny.”

“How much money and how much scrutiny?” Veronica asked.

“Any scrutiny is too much.”

“Hey, folks,” George spoke up for the first time, reminding us of his presence. “I know y’all are adverse to drawing attention to yourselves, but please, hear this plan out before you judge.”

“Yeah, what brings you here councilman?” Logan asked.

“Let them explain,” Alana called out emphatically.

All of us paused, then turned back to Charlotte, still holding her tablet. She looked down at it as she spoke.

“This company that was next door was called Quik Khek, spelled without any c’s. They’ve been ruled to no longer be in operation because of their failure to maintain a location of business or conduct any ‘commercial activity’ within the commerce zone within the last month.”

“They own the place next door though?” Brandon asked.

“The city declared that place abandoned, so it doesn’t count as a location of business.”

“A month seems like a really short time to foreclose on a business,” Veronica said.

“The laws were written to favor the Chamber of Commerce,” Jake answered with one of his cracked smiles, then nodded to his daughter to continue.

“Yeah. So right now the Chamber of Commerce has the corporation in a trusteeship until it’s either sold off or can go to probate. They’ve over-valued the corporation, which is good.”

“That doesn’t sound good,” Logan said, “in terms of a get-rich-quick scheme.”

“Well, it, um . . .”

She was interrupted by her father placing a hand on her arm. “May I? So, usually in this situation one of two things happens. Either the company is over-valued so that nobody buys it. That way they can force the corporation into probate and profit off selling it at auction. Or,” he gestured with his other hand, “the Chamber accepts some bribe to under-value the corporation and it immediately is bought out by another commerce zone company looking to expand.”

“So they’re looking to profit off this company in probate,” Logan said. “Sounds like we’d piss them off if we bought it.”

Even before he finished Jake was shaking his head. “The Chamber gets their money either way. Being over-valued is good because it means there are no local competitors looking to make an insider deal to buy the place up. It means nobody really cares what happens to it.”

“Could we wait until it goes to auction,” Grant asked, “and pay a cheaper price?”

“We could, but our buying something like this at auction would invite more scrutiny, and I know how you feel about that.”

“Why would that invite more scrutiny?”

“It’s uncommon for a charity to risk getting in to a bidding war for something like this.”

“A charity?”

“We would be making this deal through the charity Alana is operating,” Charlotte said.

“So wait,” Veronica said. “Remind me how we make money from this.”

“Yeah,” Charlotte nodded and looked back to her tablet. “So the valuation is based on the known assets of the corporation. That’s the value of the building next door, minus what’s still owed on its mortgage, plus a single script bank account it still has, plus a percent value of the outstanding personal loans it has. The real estate and bank account values are accurate, the manipulation occurs with those loans. They’re payday loans, so they’re considered junk, but the Chamber of Commerce valued them pretty generously.”

“The point though,” Alana said, “is they didn’t include anything inside the building next door.”

“Uh-huh,” Charlotte said, “because it’s been declared abandoned.”

“Oh right,” Logan shook his head. “This all hinges on the secret buried treasure this place has.”

“Do we know how much that is?” Veronica asked.

“Cindy thought it was a lot,” Alana said.

“So we’re gonna stake money on what some girl we barely know thought is there, maybe?” Logan asked with a bite of sarcasm.

“We don’t barely know her. She’s a local. She’s one of ours.”

“I think I was briefly married to her,” I said with a chuckle. Everyone else either did not get my joke or did not like it, and I said no more.

“You trust her?” Veronica asked of Alana.

“I do. Maybe not her judgement in men, but when it comes to money.”

“Hey everyone,” Crazy Ian stood from where he sat at the tiny dining booth and raised his arms. “Before we debate all this, do we even need money that badly?”

“Do we need it?” Hannah asked.

“Do we need it badly? I thought we were doing okay with our slush fund, and after that we’ve got all that gold packed in the truck. Do we need money badly enough to take this risk?”

“The money we got from Ethan and Greg before we left Ohio is almost gone,” Veronica said. “After that we’re selling off precious metals that don’t really belong to us and relying on charity,” she gestured to Alana. “So I’d say we could use the money.”

“Charlotte,” Kris said, her voice cutting through some growing side conversations. She stood right across from Charlotte and Jake, fixing them both with her bright stare. “If we wanted to do this, what would it take?”

“We’d need cash money to cover the asking price to take over the Quik Khek charter. After that it’s just paperwork.”

“How much money?”

“About eight-hundred thousand Chase bills.”

Kris scrunched up her mouth. “Is that a lot? I have no idea.”

“Is it a lot?” Logan just barely contained himself from shouting. “It’s several times what the average person here makes in a year. There’s no way we could get that much unless we started selling off the gold and silver in the truck.”

“No,” Jake said, “there is a way.”

“How?”

“That is where my good friend comes in.” Jake leaned forward to gesture to George.

“You’d front us that money?” Logan asked, incredulous.

“Actually, my wife would.”

“Oh fuck, I do not like this.”

“Hold on, hold on,” Jake held out a hand for calm. “Let us explain. First off, we’d be willing to go in with you as well.”

“You?” Logan asked.

“Dad and I,” Charlotte said. “We’ve got a little bit saved up.”

“Okay,” Logan said, “and the rest comes from Mrs. Councilman, whose family is offended by the color green?”

“Odd color to offend rich people,” Crazy Ian remarked.

“You’d be doing her a big favor,” George said.

“A favor?” Logan asked. “Because she gets her cut, which will be most of it since she’s probably putting up most of the money?”

“She doesn’t need a cut, she just needs the profit.”

“What?”

George folded his arms and took a deep breath. “Let me explain. So, in Steph’s family, every year her father has this contest among his children, Steph and her two brothers. They’re given a stipend, they call it ‘seed money.’ They have to invest it. Not just in anything, in something that will beat the market, something with high ROI.”

“With high what?” Noah asked.

“R.O.I. Return On Investment. Whoever has the best investment, whoever makes the most money from their starting seed money, they win this contest.”

“What do they win?” Brandon asked.

“Their father’s love.”

For a moment I thought this was a joke, but George kept a straight face as he said it.

“You’re serious,” Kris quietly asked.

“They’re not that up front about it, but yeah, that’s what I’ve seen. Whoever makes the most he says is his favorite, and he gets them birthday gifts and Christmas gifts and stuff the next year. The others gets ranked based on how they did, and he constantly reminds them of that, but he also reminds them that the rankings can change next year. I think they’re might be some cousins involved in it too, so fierce competition, right.”

“That is pure emotional abuse,” Kris said.

“They kicked you, of all people, out of their wedding reception,” Logan said to her. “I would expect nothing less from these people.”

“They’re,” George seemed about to defend his in-laws, but then just paused and sighed. “They’re family. The point is, this could be Steph’s investment. If she used the seed money to help you buy this building and can show a big return, she could win the contest this year.”

“I don’t know that I want to help her with this,” Kris said. “I don’t like the idea of being part of it at all.”

“Because it’s a shady business deal,” Veronica asked, “or because of this rich-person competition?”

“This emotional abuse. I feel like we would be enabling it.”

“Also, how does this help us?” Logan asked. “She needs to take her cut, right, to show a profit. It sounds like we’ll barely make anything on the deal.”

“That’s the beauty of it,” George said. “She just needs to show the profit, on paper. She could do whatever she wants with that profit, including donating it to this charity.”

“Would she do that?” Grant asked.

“More importantly,” Logan said, “will that have us under more scrutiny from this family or the Chamber of Commerce?”

“She would do it, yes,” George answered. “As for scrutiny, you are already linked to her, through me, so it makes sense she would be involved with Alana and her people.”

He turned back to Kris, who let out a deep sigh that seemed to resettle the whole room.

“Believe me,” George said to her, “I know how you feel. I’ve told her she should just withdraw, don’t even try competing, but, you know, it’s her father, her family. She tried one year just investing the money in a basic bank account, and that got her a year’s worth of derision and snide remarks. She’s stuck with this, whether she competes or not.”

“I get it,” Kris said, hugging her arms to herself. “So she can provide the money we need to buy out this place from probate.”

“Her seed money isn’t enough for the full amount,” Charlotte said.

“Adding to the seed money with her own funds violates the rules of the contest,” George said, “but she can find someone to partner with. Bilking investment partners for a bigger return yourself is fair game.”

“Which is why we’ll go in with her,” Jake said. “With some money from the shelter’s rainy day fund, and what Char and I have saved, we can cover the cost. Plus, we can arrange it so that the whole thing shows up as profit for Stephanie. Then she turns around and immediately donates it all back to Alana and this shelter.”

Logan was shaking his head as he stared away in thought. “I don’t know. This is sounding like it’s going to draw even more attention than that stupid wedding stunt. Messing with rich people’s parties is one thing, but now we’re fucking with their money.”

“Actually, Logan, that’s the best part,” George said. “This whole contest Steph’s family does, it runs the entire calendar year, so her father won’t be looking at her accounts to evaluate the return until after the new year.”

“At which point we will hopefully be long gone,” Logan looked away as he concluded this thought. “So that’s all nice, but all of this assumes we’re going to find a fortune in that vault. What if we don’t? What if it’s empty?”

“It won’t be,” Alana said.

“Are you willing to bet on that?” Logan raised his voice even as turned to speak to her directly. “Are you willing to bet your money, and your family’s money?”

“Cindy would not have come to us if she wasn’t sure,” Alana said. “We have to trust her.”

“We have to?” Logan said. “Sorry if that’s not reassuring.”

“Hey, guys, everyone,” Crazy Ian now stepped forward to be at the center of the conversation. “Why be stupid? Let’s just go find out.”

Nobody had an immediate response. “Find out?” Logan asked.

“Sure.”

“How?”

“It’s an abandoned building right?”

“You’re gonna try to break into this vault?” Veronica asked.

“We could go over there, scope it out at least.”

“Supposedly it’s a heavy duty bank vault,” Alana said.

“Ugh,” Brandon shook his head. “We do not have the equipment to break into something like that.”

“How would we even get in if we bought the place then?” Hannah asked.

“There are,” Logan paused and seemed to reconsider saying anything. “There are explosive charges among the gear in the truck. We could blow the safe open.”

“How loud would that be?” Crazy Ian asked.

“It depends on how much I use.” He paused, grimaced. “I could make it sound like a firework going off.”

“So completely normal for around here.”

“We would have to break into the building first.”

“Breaking into an abandoned building?” Alana said with a scoff. “Please.”

“How do you know anything about breaking into buildings?” Logan asked.

“How do you know anything about explosives?”

They held each other’s stares, then, in unison, both of them looked around.

“Are you opposed to this idea Logan?” Kris asked him.

“I’m not thrilled about sticking our necks out.”

“If we didn’t do this,” Kris asked, drawing in attention, “and don’t get any more money, can we still get out west, using what we have?”

Logan grimaced as he looked at her. “No. To be honest. Fuel is our problem. The armored truck could make it as long as we can find someplace to recharge, and it has plenty of adapters so I think we can make something work. But obviously we’re not cramming everyone aboard, which means we need the Beast, which means we need diesel. There’s no way we can afford that unless we can stop in another special economic zone, or someplace else where diesel is still subject to price freezes.”

“We won’t even get that far unless we can stretch our funds enough to last the couple months before we can leave,” Hannah said. “Otherwise we’re totally relying on Alana’s charity.”

“So we’re stuck trying to make this deal,” Crazy Ian said to Kris. “Assuming we do find buried treasure over there.”

“So, wait a second,” Grant stepped forward next to Ian as he spoke. “If we’re just gonna go over there and break into this vault, why would we buy this place at all?” He looked around, braced for a counter-argument. “Right? We could just go and take what’s in the vault and be done with it.”

“Now that’s an idea I like,” Logan said with a big smile.

“It’s not that simple,” Jake said. “If what we’re after is corporate script.”

“Why not?”

“All corporate script is tracked. Did you guys not realize that?”

This got him incredulous looks from throughout the room.

“You probably would never realize,” Charlotte said, “if you only ever work with it electronically, which is what most people do, with their ID cards. But all corporate script is tracked, even if it’s physical paper. It’s not like federal paper money where just having physical possession means you own it. There’s a literal paper trail.”

“Why in the world would they do that?” Crazy Ian asked.

“It’s a tracking thing,” Jake said. “Trying to make sure script doesn’t get exchanged on the black market. So when you buy or sell with paper script you have to register the transfer with the central bank. Otherwise you didn’t really get the money. Essentially all money comes with a title or a deed.”

“That sounds cumbersome and Orwellian,” Veronica said.

“It definitely is,” Alana said. “It’s all about maintaining total control of the people who work in the commerce zones.”

“Whatever it is,” Jake said, “it means we couldn’t use any paper script we pull out of the vault because it would still be registered to this corporation, or to the man that owned the corporation, Cindy’s ex-boyfriend.”

“We would have to forge the title to deposit it,” Alana said.

“Could we do that?” Grant asked. People looked to Charlotte, who demurred by staring down at her tablet. Grant continued, “I’d be willing to try myself.”

“No, definitely not,” Logan was shaking his head. “Too risky. If you got caught we’d have a fuck-ton of police attention.”

“If there’s anything else in the vault we would be able to claim that,” Jake said. “As long as it doesn’t have a title or deed as well.”

“Do we think there’s anything else in the vault?” Grant asked.

“Cindy didn’t mention anything,” Alana shook her head.

George cleared his throat to speak. “I wouldn’t blame anybody here for taking what you could from that vault, but if you don’t buy the place it leaves Steph still looking for an investment.”

“It would still be useful to get a look inside first, right?” Crazy Ian asked. “So we at least know what we stand to gain.”

“Agreed,” Logan said as he turned to Kris.

She met his gaze, then looked around at us, then off into the distance. Then she nodded. “Okay then. Let’s try our luck.”

*     *     *

The building next door was a single story, standalone store-front office. It shared a tiny parking lot with some newly converted tenement housing further down the street. The interior had a front room with some random office furniture piled haphazardly in one corner, a couple offices stripped of everything, including the copper wire from the walls, a flooded bathroom, and a narrow stairwell leading down. It smelled a strange mix of mold and carpet disinfectant.

“So you pick locks as well,” Logan said as Alana let us in through the back door. He had a tac-light mounted atop his rifle, which he cast about the dark interior.

“I can crack safes too. Some safes.”

“Shhh,” Hannah, behind me, shushed them both.

I advanced in after Logan, covering his flanks with my own rifle and light. We swept through the place, ensuring there was nobody else around. Then we returned to the back and the narrow stairs where Brandon and Hannah had un-shouldered equipment bags.

“You check out downstairs?” Logan asked.

They shook their heads, and Logan signaled for me to follow him. Down the stairs we entered a blank room divided in half by a set of prison bars. On the other side of the bars was the vault door. It was black, cast iron I think, looking like something out of a gangster movie or a cartoon, with its giant wheel in front.

“So here’s an unexpected obstacle,” Logan said, referring to the bars dividing the room.

“I got it.” Alana stepped up behind me. With the same set of picks she used on the exterior door she managed to get the lock open.

“Can you crack this safe as well?”

“No. I don’t have the tools.”

“Okay then. Have Brandon bring down my bag and get everyone else to the front of the building, just in case.”

We left Logan and Brandon to work. It would have been safest, explosives-wise, to get out of the building altogether, but it was safer breaking and entering-wise to remain concealed inside, rather than in the alley out back, which was visible from the nearby tenement building.

I stood with my back against the front wall, taking occasional glances out the storefront window. At this time of night vehicle and pedestrian traffic trickled along our street, which still left a lot more of it than I was comfortable with. Alana cleared off one of the couches and lay down there, while Hannah sat on one of the desks. Even in the low-light I could tell she looked worried.

“Has Brandon ever worked with explosives before?”

She looked at me, a little surprised by the question, but then shook her head. “He wanted to. When we were tearing down some of the houses in our neighborhood, to clear land for crops, some of the guys just wanted to dynamite them. He was gonna try. I wouldn’t let him. We couldn’t afford the dynamite anyway.”

“This isn’t dynamite they’re using, so I don’t know how much that would have helped.”

“Where has Logan used explosives before?” Alana asked without sitting up on the couch.

“I don’t know exactly. He was an Army Ranger.”

“That explains some things.”

It was a few more minutes of impatient silence before our explosives experts arrived back. “We’re ready,” Brandon said. “We should move outside for this.”

All of us gathered in the back alley, crouched behind some trash cans. Logan had a wireless trigger mechanism that looked like some archaic cellular phone. He punched buttons and cycled up and down through menus on the little dual-color grey-scale screen, its back light illuminating his face in something that resembled moonlight.

“Everyone ready?”

I gave him a nod, though I don’t think he was really waiting for an answer. Logan pressed a button on the trigger device. A loud ‘pop’ came from the building, though from where we stood it could have just as easily come from around the corner somewhere.

“Was that it?” Hannah asked.

“That’s what she said.” Logan smirked as he glanced at her. “I think so. I’ll go check.”

He was inside before any of us could reply. A minute later he returned to the door and waved all of us back in.

Down in the basement the vault door now stood ajar. Logan grabbed its dial and swung the thing open. I stepped up to the threshold and shone my tac-light around the interior. It was smaller than I expected, essentially just a closet. There were shelves tucked away to either side. Some of their contents glittered under my light. As I swept around I saw other shelves that did not shine like gold but were packed with the sleek black or grey block shapes of high-end electronics.

“Awesome,” Alana lingered right behind me in the vault doorway, taking this in. “If there’s no currency we should just pack this up and bail.”

“Do we have a way to off-load it?” Brandon asked.

“We’ll figure something out. It might be a slow process.”

Logan crammed in past me, examining all the shelves. From a lower one he pulled out a padlocked briefcase, turning it over and then holding it up to us.

“Can you open this?” he asked Alana.

She shook her head. “It’s a combination lock.”

Logan set the briefcase down on the shelf again, produced a knife he wore on his belt, and with the blunt end of the handle bashed open the combination locks. I was about to say something about leaving things as undisturbed as possible, but then I glanced at the melted slag that had once been the deadbolts around the edges of the vault door.

As Logan opened the briefcase I stepped forward to bring my light onto its contents. It was a stack of papers. At first it just looked like valueless paperwork. Then Logan picked up a sheet from on top, a certificate, looking like a house deed or a college diploma, with fancy filigrees and cursive print.

“Is that a title,” Alana asked, “for the corporate script?”

Logan nodded his head with a slow forming smile. “Oh yeah. We need to buy this place.”
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THE PROPHET ALICIA 

1

All people are like grass, and all their faithfulness is like the flowers of the field. The grass withers and the flowers fall. No sooner are they planted, no sooner are they sown, no sooner do they take root in the ground, than a wind blows on them and they wither, and a whirlwind sweeps them away. Surely the nations are like a drop in a bucket; they are as dust on the scales; worthless and less than nothing.

With what, then, will we compare God? To what image will we liken God? Will we liken him to man? Who would profane God by saying “God is like man, man is created in God’s image?” For if God is like man, than man is like God. Is God than like nothing?

To whom will you compare God? Lift up your eyes and look to the heavens. All this is God. All the starry host and all the things below and beyond. Do you think yourself their equal? Do you mistake the heavens for a mirror?

Who can fathom the Spirit of God? Who can reduce the infinite to a scale and weigh it? Why do you complain, America? Why do you say, “God favors me with riches?” Do you not know? Have you not heard? God is everything and everywhere and beyond. Does a being of such scale care about your wealth? Is your vanity only satisfied by the attention of the eternal?

 

2

The poor and needy search for water, but there is none; their tongues are parched with thirst. The world has forsaken them. Who is it that will help? Who will make rivers flow on barren heights, and springs within the valleys? Who will turn the desert into pools of water, and the parched ground into springs.

Shall god do this? Present your case, oh god. Set forth your arguments. Tell us what is going to happen. Tell us what the former things were, so that we may consider them and know their final outcome. Or declare to us the things to come, tell us what the future holds, so we may know that you are god. Do something, whether good or bad, so that we will be dismayed and filled with fear. But a god who answers to humans is less than nothing and its works are utterly void; and whoever declares to act in the name of god is detestable.

I look but there is no one. No god to give counsel, no one to give answer when I ask them. They are all false! Their deeds amount to nothing; their images are but wind and confusion.

 

3

Look to the servants of reason, in whom all can delight. They will bring justice to the nations. They will not shout or cry out, or raise their voice in the streets. In faithfulness they will bring forth justice; they will not falter or be discouraged till they establish justice on earth. In their teachings all will put their hope.

They will open eyes that are blind, free captives from prison and release from the dungeon those who sit in darkness. The servants are to be praised! They will not yield glory to invisible things or praise to imaginary beings.

For a long time I have kept silent, I have been quiet and held myself back. But now, like in childbirth, I cry out. I will lead the blind by ways they have not known, along unfamiliar paths I will guide them; I will turn the darkness into light before them and make the rough places smooth. But those who trust in imaginary beings, who say to the emptiness, ‘You are our god,’ will be turned back in utter shame.

Hear, you deaf; look, you blind, and see! Who is blind but the unreasoning, and deaf like the unthinking? Who is blind like the one in a fog of superstition, blind like those who believe what they cannot see?

For they have not followed their reason; they ignored the powers of their own minds. So poverty is poured out on them, and burning violence envelopes them in flames, yet they did not understand; it consumed them, but they did not take it to heart.

 

4

But now listen and do not be afraid. For together we will pour water on the thirsty land, and streams on the dry ground; we will pour out our spirit on humanity and bring a blessing on all our descendants. 

What god shall take credit? Let him proclaim it. Let him appear and declare and lay out his power. Let the one who speaks for a god pray and show what comes of it.

All who make gods are nothing, and the things they treasure are worthless. Those who would speak for them are blind; they are ignorant, to their own shame. Who imagines a god, which can profit nothing? People who do that will be put to shame; they are only human beings. Let them all come together and take their stand. The preacher shapes a god from his own mind, he makes it like himself so he can imagine himself powerful and imagine the deaths of his enemies. But he denounces all other gods as lies, as fictions invented by evil people for evil ends. One fantasy he disdains, but to the other he says, “Save me oh god!”

They know nothing, they understand nothing; their eyes are plastered over so they cannot see, and their minds closed so they cannot understand. No one stops to think, no one has the knowledge or understanding to say, “how do I know a god from a fantasy? Shall I assume I am right and all others are wrong? How will I prove to them, when they believe I am wrong as strongly as I believe I am right? Shall I presume myself the best of all, superior to all other Humans? Shall I embrace arrogance and call it humility?”

Such a person feeds on illusion; a deluded heart misleads him; he cannot know himself, or say, “Is not this thing I imagine a lie?”

 

5

For the sake of nothing the motion of the universe proceeds, though few acknowledge it. Woe to those who imagine themselves greater. Woe to the one who says they are saved by a fantasy, to those who say their illusions make them righteous.

Truly the only God is one of indifference. All worshipers of invented gods will be disappointed, they will go off into disgrace together. But those who act with their rationality can be saved. For reason is not spoken in secret, from somewhere in a land of darkness, and it is not sought in vain.

Gather together and come; assemble, all humanity. Ignorant are those who carry about delusions of a god that will protect them. By ourselves we must swear. In each other are deliverance and strength. All who have raged against reason will be put to shame. But all those who embrace their fellows will find deliverance. 

 

6

The gods are borne by humans like beasts of burden. The illusions that are carried about are burdensome, a burden for the weary. It clouds the mind and renders false judgements, and those that follow fictions stoop and bow down, unable to rescue themselves from burden.

With whom will you compare god or count it as equal? To whom will you liken god? Some dream up gods playing with humans like puppets, or like judges waiting beyond death to pronounce verdicts on the lives of humans. They carry this burden upon their shoulders, but when asked for evidence of their claims they can offer nothing. Even though they cry out, there is no answer; their claims cannot save them from their troubles.

 

7

Where is the proof of god? Where is the evidence of his works? What can be shown that those who do not believe will say, ‘this can only be the work of a higher being.’ Those followers of god make music for themselves, but they cannot sing so that all can hear.

The foolish think that god will answer them, that a sovereign power looks after them. They dry up the sea and turn rivers into a desert; their fish rot for lack of water and die of thirst. They clothe the heavens with darkness and make sackcloth its covering.

Then, when their own greed and stupidity have brought them to calamity, they will turn to those who did not worship their fantasy and lay blame. They will say lack of belief has caused what they did through their own foolishness.

But my ears are open; I have not turned away. I offered my back to those who beat me, my cheeks to those who struck me; I did not hide my face from mocking and spitting. I have set my face like flint, and I know I will not be put to shame.

Who then will bring charges against me? Let us face each other! Who is my accuser? Let him confront me! I stand in reality, without illusion. Who will condemn me? Those who trust in blind faith are blind; they walk in darkness. Let those who would see trust in themselves. All who light fires and provide yourselves with flaming torches will go, walk in the light of your fires and of the torches. Yet those who stumble in darkness will receive torment by their own hand. 
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Listen to me, you who pursue reason: look to yourselves and your fellows, look to that which has formed you. Once you scrambled in the dirt, yet now your knowledge has made you capable. Surely there is more that can be done.

Where the ignorant leave ruins you can make gardens of the wasteland. Joy and gladness will be found there, thanksgiving and the sound of singing.

Listen to me, free thinkers: let your knowledge go out; let it be a light to the world. Lift up your eyes to the heavens, look at the earth beneath; seek your justice and righteousness and hope there and not in the illusions of gods that vanish like smoke.

Hear me, you who know what is right, you people who have taken knowledge to heart: Do not fear the reproach of the deluded or be terrified by their threats. They wander in dreams and will devour themselves from their own ignorance.

Those who say there god is eternal will find that all religions one day become ancient myths. Yet reason carries on, for it is the only thing that can work for all people. Even when cast down it will remain in the back of the mind, until it is brought forth to once again crown humanity. Then gladness and joy will overtake them, and sorrow and sighing will flee away.
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Awake, awake, true Humans, clothe yourself with strength! Put on your garments of splendor, children of reason. Shake off your dust; rise up, sit enthroned, oh human knowledge. Free yourself from the chains on your neck.

And now what do I have here? For people are ruled by the ignorant and have been mocked for their enlightenment. Therefore they go in shadow and hide, and say ‘I know not the name of things.’

Listen! Your philosophers lift up their voices; together they shout for joy. When reason returns they will see it with their own eyes. Burst into songs of joy together, you people left in the ruins built on stupidity, for in the end you shall be comforted and redeemed.

Depart, depart, go out from there! Come out from darkness and be pure, you who carry the burden of wisdom. Act wisely  and you shall be raised and lifted up and highly exalted. 

All your children will be taught wisdom, and great will be their peace. In righteousness you will be established: Tyranny will be far from you; you will have nothing to fear. Terror will be far removed; it will not come near you. This is the heritage and vindication of knowledge.

 

THE PROPHET MEGAN 
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First Questions:

Destruction and violence are before me; there is strife, and conflict abounds. Therefore the law is paralyzed, and justice never prevails. The wicked hem in the righteous, so that justice is perverted.

Why must we tolerate wrongdoing? How long must we suffer injustice?

Humans make for themselves gods who are too pure to look on evil; who cannot tolerate wrongdoing. Why then do these gods tolerate the treacherous? Why are they silent while the wicked swallow up those more righteous than themselves?

 

First Answers:

The God that set things in the first instant does not raise up or strike down, nor do anything more at all save follow the course already set in motion.

All the vastness of the universe does not care about humans. The Humans are a law onto themselves and promote their own honor. Those that come intent on violence will seize dwellings not their own and spread fear and dread. They worship their own strength as their god.
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Second Questions:

Humans, then, are like the beasts of the land and the fish in the sea, creatures that have no ruler. The wicked and strong may pull them up with hooks, may catch them in nets and traps. Such a foe receives plenty, and so he rejoices and is glad.

Therefore the wicked worships his nets and pays homage to his traps, for by these things he lives in luxury and enjoys the choicest food.

Why then should not all who can do thus? Why should not all who can puff themselves up and indulge desires that are not upright. Why should the strong not cast aside righteousness and act as greedy as the grave and, like death, never become satisfied. The wicked can gather to themselves all the nations and destroy them without mercy and takes captive all the peoples. If there is to be no higher power, then truly only a fool would do otherwise.

 

Second Answers:

Does the wicked truly prosper? He is arrogant and never at rest, because his wickedness must redound upon him

Woe to him who piles up stolen goods and makes himself wealthy by extortion! Will such a person not find creditors suddenly arisen? The wicked become prey for the wicked and righteous alike. Because the greedy have plundered many nations, those who are left will have nothing but to plunder the greedy.

Woe to him who builds his house by unjust gain, setting his nest on high to escape the clutches of ruin! Such a one plots the ruin of many peoples. When the people cry out their anguish echoes upon the high places. Then the high house is shamed, for the desperate look upon it and know its infamy, and when they must forfeit their own lives or that of those on high, then they shall pull down the stone and the beams and bring ruin on the unjust.

Woe to him who builds a city with bloodshed and establishes a town by injustice! Their labor is only fuel for the fire, the nations exhaust themselves for nothing. For the nation that conquers by the sword will in its time be so conquered, and again in turn, until ruin covers the earth as the waters cover the sea.

Woe to him who says to an imagined god, ‘Come to life and speak for the righteous!’ Or who speaks to lifeless symbols, ‘Wake up! Give us your guidance.’ There is no breath in such things, they cannot protect the righteous or punish the wicked.
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Of what, then, the wicked? The God of the first instant acts not; the gods of man are silent imaginings. When the wicked triumph, who shall ensure their punishment? Can those that suffer injustice do naught but wait patiently for calamity to befall their tormentors?

All the gods and spirits are silent on this, as they are silent on all things. Yet that is as it should be. Mind is in ascendance, let all things be silent before it.

The Humans have no other choice. There will be no glory from the heavens, no splendor from greater powers. If Humans are a law onto themselves, then so they must act.

The wicked shall not be punished except by our deeds. Justice will not prevail except through our own deliverance.

This is what you must do, o Brave, though your heart pounds, your lips quiver at the though; decay creeps into your bones, and your legs tremble. In wrath you must stride through the earth and in anger you must thresh the nations.

For there is no other. No god shall save you, no prayer will be answered. You have only each other. Yet that is where your power is hidden. With your strength united you may shake the earth and make the ancient mountains crumble. Only together may Humans fight the wicked, for that strength will make their feet light and enable them to tread on the heights.
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Is righteousness such a burden? 

Through overwhelming violence do the wicked shed human blood and destroy lands and cities and everyone in them. With what ease could this have not been done?

In anger the wicked will uncover their weapons and vent their rage without relief. For the righteousness it is easier, for they have but to remember mercy.

In greed the wicked devour whole rivers, they expropriate torrents of water for themselves. For the righteousness it is easier, for they only drink their fill.

In pride the wicked must build for themselves monuments as high as the sun and moon and hope such things are proclaimed glorious. The righteous need but to stand.

Wickedness requires the petty to churn up great waters to cover themselves in false glory; it requires the weak to storm out and scatter those who are weaker; it requires them to steal and then gloat at the wretchedness of those they have made poor. It requires them to expend themselves only to meet the same end as all Humans.

What, though, does righteousness require? Only this: To act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly.

 

 


The morning after the break-in Kris approached me right as I was first stumbling out of the Beast to find breakfast. She slipped her latest entry into my hand and sped away. Subsequently I got involved reading comic books, or at least the one weird religious comic book I had, which of course I was only fake reading.

After finishing I did read some more of the actual comic itself, but quickly I was reminded of how weird and cryptic it was. I left the comic out among a stack of books kept near the shelter beds and added ‘Third Prophets’ to the mass of papers in my cargo pants. I kind of regretted then reading it so soon and so fast, since I liked having something of Kris’ to read, and now all I could do was reread my favorite parts and wait for her to deliver more.

By that point I had already mostly forgotten about our whole acquisition process, and I would not think about it again for several days. Logan, the Fischer brothers, and myself all got preoccupied making more food runs in different directions to outlying farmer’s markets.

Initially Logan was paranoid about leaving all the valuables in a wide open vault for the several days it would take the deal to close. We had swung the vault door shut and locked back up both the prison bar door in the basement and the back door we had entered through. That also made Logan paranoid, thinking how it would look to an investigator if they found the vault door forced open but behind still locked doors.

“Nobody’s going to investigate it,” Jake had told him the next day. “The police won’t show up unless we call them.”

“Won’t there be some kind of building inspection or something?”

“Not unless we ask for one.”

This did not quite assuage his paranoia, but soon enough he also had other things to consume his thoughts. Every run we made out of the city, Logan was on the lookout for bandits or gangs or criminal elements. Even as we passed through areas that looked to me like quiet suburbs, Logan seemed on edge, telling me several times how such neighborhoods were inevitably devolving into slums wherever the residents weren’t as organized or resourceful as the people in Fountain Gardens had been. Which, Logan insisted, was most everywhere.

For myself, I never felt as exposed as I had on the interstate north of the city. It was obvious that the state government, and the state troopers, in Kentucky were holding together better than their Indiana counterparts. Seeing blinds on the side of the road with patrol cars hiding behind them instead of clusters of pickups was still nerve-raking, but in a different way.

It was always a relief when we pulled back in at the shelter, though never more so than on the Thursday a week before Thanksgiving. We had just completed what would be our last run outside the commerce zone, since from here all the farmer’s markets were closing up for the winter, and Alana’s people were stocked up on enough food to get through the holidays.

As soon as Noah had us backed into the warehouse space I hopped out, ready to start unloading crates. Before I could grab the first one, Logan tapped my arm. I noticed he had his rifle readied and was staring intently at something. Right away I spun around to look myself.

At first nothing appeared amiss. We had arrived back at dusk, a time when the dinner rush ought to be picking up. As I looked around I saw there was nobody at the tables eating. I glanced back to Logan, and without a word he pointed. It took a bit more staring before I realized that most of the food that would normally be out on the serving line was absent, as were any people manning it. The door to the kitchen was also closed.

Logan slipped past me to move over to where Noah and Brandon had gotten out as well. Both of them had noticed him and were giving him perplexed stares. Logan tapped Noah on the arm without turning to him and pointed toward the serving line.

“Get back in the truck,” Logan said, “and be ready to run.”

Despite the brothers skin color they both had pale expressions. Quickly they scrambled around to get back in their pickup, both also grabbing out sidearms of their own.

Logan shifted back to tap me and point again, this time toward the other side door that lead to the front office/medical clinic area. It stood open, and I noticed now there was some people gathered in that room.

Without further warning Logan brought his rifle up to a firing position and advanced at a quickened pace toward that door. I was caught in a moment of discontinuity, seeing the dining area I was so used to, quiet as ever, but with this armed and determined figure rushing through it as if he had just stepped out of a video game.

I almost took off without my rifle, which I had set down to start unloading crates. I had to take a half-step back to grab it, then rush forward, keeping the barrel pointed downward as I ran to catch up with Logan.

Ahead of me he entered the doorway and began shouting. Anything he might have said though was instead interrupted by a crashing sound.

A second later I rushed through the doorway after him. Stagnant heat from the adjoining kitchen spilled out into the med-clinic front room. It hit me and threw me off before I could even start to take in the scene.

The whole group was gathered here, sitting around the central conference table or standing near the big desk that dominated one corner. Jake was there as well, standing in front of the group. The crash seemed to have come from him, having just stood up and knocked over the chair he sat in and a cart next to it. Standing next to Jake was another man, compact and muscled with a government issued crew-cut. He was wearing a blue jacket with the letters G-S-A emblazoned across the back.

After the second it took me to come to grips with this scene I realized Logan was standing to my left, behind some more serving carts we had in here, his rifle drawing a bead on this new guy. Without pausing to think further I lifted my own gun, stepping to the right and drawing an aim on the GSA person.

“Logan,” Kris said, taking a step forward to stand next to Jake, her hands outstretched.

“What the fuck is this?” Logan shouted.

“Logan, put down the gun.”

The GSA agent had his hands in the air, as did Jake, who took a step forward. “Guys, it’s alright. This is a friend of mine.”

“You’re friends with a GSA agent?” Logan said, not quite a question.

“No, it’s not like that,” Grant said, standing now next to Kris. “It’s cool.”

“Logan,” Kris stepped forward again, getting in front of Jake. I realized behind her Lucas and Charlotte now both stood with their arms up, such that any shot I took at the agent would have them in the line of fire. “Greg. It’s alright. Put the guns down.”

I was reminded of my experience wandering into Jim and Maggie’s kitchen and finding the three Resistance members who were suppose to take our armored truck west, the experience that had launched me on this strange trajectory a lifetime ago and landed me now on the other side of that encounter. I shot a sidelong glance toward Logan. “Okay bud, where ya going with this?” I asked him.

Logan regarded me, then relaxed his firing stance. Right away I took the opportunity to sling my rifle over my shoulder. “So there better be a good explanation for this?” Logan said.

“Your suspicion is totally reasonable,” Grant said, though now I was starting to wonder about that. “Just give ‘em a chance to explain what they just explained to us.”

“Logan, Greg,” Jake said. “This is my friend in the GSA, Agent Austin Riddle.”

“Seriously?” Logan looked him up and down. I, and I think everyone else, was acutely aware he still had his rifle in his hands, even if it was pointed at the floor. “You expect me to believe your name is Agent Riddle?”

“I have been accused of being a comic book villain before.” Austin spoke in a rattle of a voice that was far from intimidating.

“So why are you here?” I asked.

“Well, why don’t you guys have a seat and join us?” Kris said.

I glanced at Logan, then proceeded to take a seat at the conference table. Logan regarded this for a few drawn out seconds, then shouldered his own rifle and came to stand next to Kris. Around us people relaxed, lowering their arms and easing back into their seats.

“So, Logan,” Austin remained standing as he spoke. “Don’t get me wrong, I respect a healthy amount of paranoia, especially nowadays. I’m sure to you we seem like a giant, evil, monolithic bureaucracy.”

“You’re gonna tell me the new Gestapo isn’t evil?”

“Oh no, they’re completely evil, and a screwed up bureaucracy too. I’m saying they’re not monolithic.”

“How so?”

“There are still a lot of guys like me, former law enforcement or former FBI, people who were with the bureau long before the merger.”

“You’re former FBI?”

He shook his head. “I was LAPD. I joined the agency right after it formed, in the big hiring wave they had during the ‘law and order’ days early in this administration.”

“I take it you still don’t like the former CIA guys.”

“Nobody likes the way the CIA and Defense Intelligence runs things,” Austin said. “Even they don’t like the way they run things. But mostly none of us like the new guys, especially all the ones that have hired in since the last election.”

“They a bunch of pretentious noobs?” Logan asked.

“They’re pretentious noobs, and they’re unqualified. Everyone is someone’s nephew or cousin or knows someone high up in the administration.”

“The whole government is corrupt under this president, sure,” Logan gave a shrug. “Why are you telling us this?”

“I’m telling you because if you’ve wondered why you’ve gotten this far, that’s why.”

This got a bit of reaction from Logan. “How long have you been following us?”

“We haven’t been following you at all.”

“Why don’t you tell them what you were just telling us?” Alana said.

Austin regarded her with a long, blank expression. “Right. I’m here because it just came up that there’s a group of separatists with a stolen GTV cure posing as Red Cross volunteers trying to make their way west.”

“It just came up?” Logan asked. “What does that mean?”

“It’s intel, it’s not my department. We were just told to be on the lookout. When I heard I thought of Jake, who just had his recent recovery from GTV. Which okay, can happen, but is also now volunteering at a Red Cross clinic.”

“How did you know all that?” I asked.

“I knew it unofficially, through mutual friends. It wasn’t part of any investigation.”

“Except now you’ve decided to open an investigation.” Logan folded his arms and scowled as he spoke.

“I decided to check on my friend. Nothing official has happened yet in regards to Jake or yourselves.”

There was a loaded pause after this, as if it was now this GSA agent bursting into the room with a rifle trained on us.

“I’m guessing you’re not here to arrest us,” I said, not sure if I wanted an answer.

“No, I am not.”

“Are you here to warn us?”

“He warned us earlier today,” Jake said. “That’s why the serving line is closed.”

“Are we in immediate danger?” Logan started to reach for his rifle again.

“Nothing that bad,” Austin said. “But if I can put it together someone else at the agency can too. Or, let me fix that, some of the older, qualified agency people might put it together.”

I could feel the deepening pall settling over the group as he spoke. “We’re in danger here,” Logan said flatly.

“We’re in danger wherever we go,” Lucas said.

“Except we’re in more danger here now.” Logan kept his gaze fixed on the GSA agent.

“What are the chances someone else figures this out?” Alana asked.

“Middling to good. There are other old bureau guys that know Jake as well.”

“Would they turn him in?”

He bobbed his head, weighting the possibility. “Some might. If they’re angling for a promotion.”

“Do any of them know you’ve come here now?” Logan asked.

Austin shook his head. “I’m logged out. Came here in an auto-cab.”

“So why are you doing this?”

“Doing which?”

“Warning us.” Logan asked. “Why not just bust us and get that promotion yourself?”

“I’m not gonna bust my friend.”

“That’s an awfully good friend. I find it hard to believe lawyers have friends at all.”

Jake smiled at this, though the continued stare from Logan left everyone wondering if it was really a joke.

“Alright,” Austin sighed, “I’m also here because I hate this job, I hate the agency, and you would not be the first Resistance group I’ve helped get west.”

For the first time this conversation, Logan blinked. Rather than reply he turned, looking between Kris and Alana and myself.

“You guys really botched the introduction there, ya know,” Alana said to her father. “Austin isn’t just my dad’s friend. He’s an old friend of the family. He’s also my contact within the GSA.”

“Sorry,” Jake smirked at his daughter. “Something I just barely learned myself.”

“Wait,” I said, feeling my thoughts themselves stuttering as I tried to keep up. “You’re saying that you’ve, that you’re, that,” I had to stop and reset. “You’re helping the Resistance?”

Austin drew a deep breath. “I am. I have been for a while now. I wouldn’t have admitted it out loud until recently, but everything’s coming to a head. There’ll come a time soon when we all have to make clear where we stand.”

Logan regarded him with a sharp stare. “Does that mean you’ll do more than just warn us then?”

“If you’re who you seem to be?” Austin glanced around at all of us. “The big package? Of course I’m helping. I’m guessing this is all Ethan’s work.” Again he shot purposeful glances among us but did not wait for a reply. “I didn’t think he would try something after I heard he’d been brought in for questioning.”

“This has all been a little improvised,” I said.

“That’s how they all are.”

“So what do you recommend?” Kris asked. “Jake seemed to think it would be safer if we waited another month before heading west again.”

“Keep in mind,” Jake said, “that was based on what Austin told me.”

“Rumormill has it there is still something big being planned for Asia right around the new year.” Austin paused but kept his face expressionless. “National Guard units are already being redeployed from LA and the east-west interstates. Unfortunately that’s all I know.”

“Do you think going west will be easier a month from now?” Lucas asked.

“It’s hard to say.”

“So our choices are between leaving now and hoping we can get through existing checkpoints, or stay another month and risk being found out by local GSA agents.”

We all exchanged glances, but nobody had anything more to add to this succinct summation.

“Austin, you said you’ve helped other groups like us before,” Kris said. “What would your advice for us be.”

He slumped his shoulders, paused, then slumped down into his chair. It looked like he might say something, but instead he folded his arms and frowned in thought.

“We could go wait out another month not in this city,” Lucas said.

Austin shook his head. “The last thing you want to do is just pitch yourselves to the wind. There are two many highwaymen and trigger happy state troopers out there. You’d need another plate to go to ground, and the whole people I have left available are the National Forest people.”

“No way they’re set up to handle this many people for a month,” Alana said.

“I know. That’s why I’m thinking stay. Officially none of the checkpoints are going away, but after the new year they’ll be so understaffed they, well, there’s no way they’ll keep more than a few men at each. A group like you guys could probably shoot your way through most of them if you had to. Plus if you stay I can help deflect suspicion in the meantime.”

“How do you do that?” Logan asked.

“I’ll claim the case for myself, push off all the wannabes, make it look like a cold lead so nobody else bothers with it.”

“You think that’ll work?”

“I can make it work for a month. Barring major new developments.”

“You should probably stop advertising you’re with the Red Cross,” Alana said.

“We’ve already told that to a lot of people,” Hannah said.

“I know, but no need to call more attention to it.”

“We should at least remove the Red Cross symbols from our vehicles,” Lucas said.

“That’s a good plan,” Austin nodded.

Logan fixed him with a stern look. “What do you get out of all this?”

“What do I get out of it?”

“For helping us,” Logan tossed a hand. “For helping the whole Resistance, for that matter. What do you get out it?”

“I’m glad you’re up front about asking.”

“So you do want something.”

“I wasn’t going to demand anything, I was just going to ask. When you leave, I’d like to go with you.”

“Really?” Kris asked.

“There’s nothing more for me here,” Austin said without emotion. “Maybe you haven’t heard but the war is lost. Nobody outside the most extreme Nationalist infosphere thinks this new offensive is going to accomplish anything. China might come over and conquer us, or maybe we’ll just go ahead and launch all the nukes, I don’t know, but a year from now there’s not gonna be much need for a GSA any more. This may be my last chance to get out, head somewhere safe.”

“If what you just said is true,” I leaned forward, “I don’t think any place would be safe.”

“Safer. Relatively. I would be among friends.” He shot a meaningful look around the room. “Friend, at least,” he gestured to Jake.

Jake returned one of his broad, face distorting smiles. Kris stepped closer to him with her intense stare. “Does that mean you’re going with us?” she asked Jake.

“I am. If you’ll have me.”

“We both are,” Charlotte said. “There’s nothing left for us here.”

“As am I,” Alana said. Both her family and fellow Resistance members all snapped their shocked gazes to her. She looked down and sighed. “My dad is the connection, from the GTV cure to this place. If they follow that lead it connects to me as well. Puts this whole place in danger.”

“Sounds like it’s in danger regardless,” Lucas said.

Alana shook her head. “If I leave I’m just a rogue element that can be disavowed. If I stay I’m a liability.”

“Oh,” Rihann, standing next to Alana, stepped forward and placed a hand on her shoulder. They looked about to say more, but then just bowed their head. Alana placed her own hand atop her friend’s and did the same.

“If you want,” Kris said, “if anybody wants to come with us you’ll of course be welcome.” She looked around the room with a wane smile but that unbowed shine in her eyes. “The more the merrier, I guess.”

Austin answered with a half-hearted smile of his own. “So yeah, I guess we’ll be joining you.”

“It’s not how I imagined spending retirement either,” Jake said to him.

“Eh, it’s not so bad,” Austin shrugged. “Beats being surrounded by a bunch of pretentious noobs.”

*     *     *

In the afternoon of the next day we officially closed on the purchase of the defunct ‘Quik Khek’ corporate entity. All of us, both our group and the Resistance members, wound up over at the neighboring building, feeling ceremonial and celebratory.

Technically the purchase had been made by the charity, itself a different kind of incorporated legal entity, that owned the shelter and food bank our hosts ran. The president of that charity, and the only person listed anywhere on its charter or documentation in turned out, was Alphonse. The legal rationale behind that was beyond me, but he was the one now holding the title and the key to the building we had recently broken in to.

Inside we found the place unchanged. Logan led an entourage down to the basement while the Fischers all started talking about how to fix the place up and Alana poked through the furniture piles out front. I trailed behind Kris as she did a slow walk through the place, taking it in with a strange solemness.

When the group from the basement reemerged they did so with a brief case that had been sealed shut with padlocks and handcuffed to Crazy Ian’s wrist. They gathered up the rest of us, including now George and his wife, in their wake for a group meeting in the front room.

“So we have physical possession of the money,” Logan said. “What do we have to do from here?”

“The first step is to go down and deposit it,” Alphonse said. “It will get deposited in the official ‘Quik Chek’ bank account. After that we can transfer the money directly to the other investors, Mr. Alfa and Mrs. Jamison.”

“Don’t bother paying me back,” Jake said.

“Jake, that was a lot of money,” Kris said. “I appreciate this, but we’re going to pay off that loan.”

“Nobody’s going to pay off that loan,” he said. “Not you or me. That’s why we put it in my name. I’ve stopped making mortgage payments. We’re just walking away from our house. My credit rating is going in the tank and I’ll soon be a fugitive on the run. Paying off this loan isn’t gonna do anything for me. Keep the money.”

Kris looked away, creating an awkward pause through the room.

“Alright,” Alphonse turned back to Logan. “We will still need to deposit that script, to get it in electronic form so we can make the transfer to Mrs. Jamison.”

“What about the shelter?” Logan asked. “Aren’t they an investor too?”

“Officially our charity owns Quik Chek, and its bank account.”

Logan furrowed his brow, then turned to George and Stephanie. “Wasn’t there something about you needing to show all this as profit on paper? Do we have to transfer it all to you guys first or something?”

“I already own a sixty-five percent share of this payday loan company,” Stephanie said. “As long all these assets appear on its account I can take credit.

“She can take my share as well,” Jake said. “That’s the other reason I’m not paying back this loan. I’ll be making a bankruptcy filing, we can arrange for Stephanie to acquire my share for pennies on the dollar.”

“I take it this involves a bunch of paperwork?” Logan asked.

“Most of that is already taken care of,” Jake said.

“Okay. What about all the other stuff down there? All the gold coins and electronics?”

“What about it?” Alana asked.

“Those are assets right? Do we need to do something with them?”

The Alfas and Jamisons all exchanged some glances. “We would need to liquidate it all to get it on the Quik Chek ledgers,” Alphonse said.

“We’ll eventually need to do that anyway,” Logan said. “It’s no use to us otherwise.”

“I thought we would set that stuff aside for Cindy,” Kris said. “Let her go through it in case there’s anything sentimental.”

“No,” Alana shook her head. “I already talked with her about it. She said the only thing her ex-boyfriend had she was interested in was the money.”

“We are setting something aside for her, right?” Kris asked. “We wouldn’t have gotten any of this without her.”

“We will,” Jake said, “but we have to get it all deposited first so Stephanie can have a full accounting of her returns before she donates them. To answer your question Logan, unless we want to start running a pawn shop ourselves, I think we’ll have to take this stuff down to one and just sell it off.”

“Is there no better way to sell it off?” Hannah asked.

“Yeah, we’re not gonna get full price at a pawn shop,” her husband said.

“There might be better ways,” Alana said, “but nothing as quick and easy.”

“Are we in a hurry?”

“I’d prefer to get it unloaded,” Logan said, “rather than be sitting on a bunch of valuables. I would guess George and Stephanie would prefer to get their money as soon as possible too.”

“As long as all of it shows up in the bank before the end of the year,” Stephanie said.

“Still, I’d like to get liquidated, get your whole family contest thing over with so we can get some cash on hand.”

“Eager to start spending,” Alana flashed Logan a wide smirk.

“We have to spend it here before we leave. It’s useless otherwise. Unless you found another place that takes Chase dollars?”

“I looked,” Jake said. “All of them are east of here.”

“It would still be use to us,” Alana said. “To the shelter.”

“And to Cindy,” Kris said.

“Don’t worry,” Logan said. “We’ll leave some when we go.”

“Would it be possible to sell any of it for regular cash?” Grant asked, “instead of more corporate script.”

Logan nodded to this as he turned to Alphonse. “We could,” Alphonse said. “Deals will be better if we accept script.”

“How much better?”

He just shrugged. “Depends.”

“I like the idea of having cash on hand for our trip. Would that screw anything up for George and Stephanie.”

“Cash profits are actually better,” Stephanie said.

“Okay, in that case,” Logan said, “unless anybody has some other objections, I say we liquidate all the other valuables for regular cash.”

Instead of objections he just got silence. “Go for it,” Alana said.

“Okay,” Logan nodded, looking away in thought. “Who needs to come along to get the script deposited?”

“Just myself,” Alphonse said. “And your friend, since it’s apparently chained to him.”

All of us looked at Crazy Ian, standing in the back holding the briefcase.

“Why did you handcuff the briefcase to Ian?” Kris asked.

“To keep it secure.” Logan said.

“But why Ian?”

“He volunteered.”

“I’ve always wanted to be the guy carrying the handcuffed briefcase,” he said.

“Whatever,” Alana said, moving to head back over to the warehouse and starting the breakup of this meeting. “Go get your errands done and get back here as soon as you can, because tonight we are having a party.”

There were a lot of precious metal coins, along with miscellaneous jewelry and electronics, down in the vault. Unlike our load in the armored truck this was not organized into neat little caddies either, but rather tossed haphazardly into eclectic boxes and trays. It was all heavy and awkward to carry, especially up a flight a steps and down a hall that had a permanent sheen of water from the nearby flooded bathroom.

It was way more than could fit in Jake’s rover, so we decided to load up the pickup and take two vehicles. It was past lunch by the time we got underway. As many times as I had ridden in the back of the Fischers pickup with Logan, our rifles out and food crates packed around us, it felt different doing so with Bridget and Hannah, all of us armed and less worried about watching for danger than projecting swagger.

“Why do you need all of us for this errand?” Bridget had asked when Logan insisted on a large group of us going.

“We’re transporting a briefcase with over a million dollars in script and a truckload of gold. We’re going armed and in force.”

“The commerce zone isn’t some dystopian crime pit.”

“Yeah, it’s an Orwellian nightmare pit,” Ian said.

“To pawn this stuff for cash we have to go outside the commerce zone,” Logan said. “The pawn shops out there are armed fortresses.”

“So you think going to an armed fortress sporting a bunch of guns is a good idea?” Bridget asked.

“No. I just think that going without sporting a bunch of guns is a worse idea.”

She scrunched up her face in thought, but then nodded in concession to this point.

Most of us waited outside for an inordinate amount of time at the bank. When the others emerged, Alphonse was tapping on a tablet and Ian still had the briefcase handcuffed to his wrist.

Logan pointed at this by way of a question. “It’s empty,” Ian said. “We can put the cash we get from pawning the gold inside it.”

It was a long wait at the checkpoint and an even longer drive to whatever pawn shop Alphonse had identified as likely to give us the best deal. I found Logan had not exaggerated in the slightest. The place was a literal armed camp, surrounded by razor-wire topped chainlink and concrete pylons, with a metal reinforced sliding gate and a guard tower made out of old electric poles and cellular towers.

The people guarding it though, and there were quite a few of them, did not have any kind of gang or military aesthetic. They were just armed people. I appreciated Logan’s thinking on bringing so many of us, since we actually did look like the scarier bunch.

At the gateway Alphonse leaned out the passenger window of Jake’s rover and held up his tablet, displaying some form. Right away the guards opened the gate for us. Inside we drove through a yard of parked cars in all variety of ages and states, patrolled by men with intimidating looking dogs. I felt certain that drugs or some other source of money had to be involved here.

The main building was a two story fortress, its upper story a brick crowning with literal medieval battlements, patrolled by more armed men. From a heavy front door the proprietor, or a proprietor, I had no idea, emerged and came over to where we had parked. He was flanked by a pair of tall men with thick mustaches and assault rifles, and we met him standing in a line ourselves, trying to look tough.

In the light of dusk he produced a flashlight and looked over the stash we had in the back of the pickup. As heavy as the stuff had been it took up less than half the cargo bed. It seemed to me it would have been worth his while to count it out all individually. Instead he tossed open a bunch of boxes, rifled through some of the loose coins and jewelry, and did some mental math. 

I cringed inside when Logan started haggling, but it quickly resulted in him talking the price up by half. In short order we were leaving with Ian’s briefcase refilled with cash.

Our convoy rode home in a decompressed silence. It had seemed to me this whole deal and treasure hunt had been a low risk proposition, given we knew exactly what we would get before we even started, but I got the impression some of the others had been worried. I could sense the relieved tension now that the hoops were actually cleared, the quiet and building exuberance over our eminent arrival home and celebration. 

By the time we got back the scene at our new office had taken an odd turn. There was a small crowd standing around out front. It was dark out on our poorly lit street, so seeing this crowd I initially worried the cops or corporate security personnel had gotten onto us somehow, and I would have sworn that was what they looked like. Then I blinked and realized that they wore the super-store clothes or factory jumpsuits so common around here. The looks on their faces made it seem like they were attending a funeral.

Logan got out before Jake even fully came to a stop. He rushed forward and muscled his way past the little crowd to get to the front door. Seeing this I jumped from the back of the pickup and came after him, following in his wake.

In the front room of our new building there were even more people. A couple dozen faces I did not recognize turned with sad or angry looks toward Logan and myself. Without hesitation Logan continued forward, pushing past these people to stand at the end of the main hallway that lead deeper into the building. As soon as he reached this point he turned around to face the crowd. “What’s going on here?”

I came up and stood next to him. The appearance of two men in body-armor and carrying rifles did not seem to have gone over well. A woman broke down in tears, leaning against her husband, who himself was crying even as he stoically stared me down. A family, including three small children, huddled up closer together. One teenage boy looked like he was ready to charge us, held back more by his mother than the presence of our automatic weapons.

“What the hell?” I said, unable to contain my surprise. This was not the ebullient celebration I had imagined upon our return.

“Oh good, guys, you’re back.” Kris rushed forward from one of the back offices, accompanied by Alana and Charlotte.

“What’s happening?” Bridget called out as she made it to the front door herself. Alphonse and the rest of our expedition came behind them, moving to join Logan and I. The intimidating appearances that had served us well at the armed pawn shop now seemed totally out of place.

Charlotte held up her mobile toward Bridget. “All these people started showing up after you left. They say they got emails that say they owe us money.”

Bridget turned to those behind her, prompting Jake to step forward and take the offered mobile from his daughter. He held the screen up close as he examined it. “This says they owe money to Quik-Kheks.”

“Which is what we are now, right?” Kris asked.

“We got an email,” one of the crying woman said, stepping forward and trying her best to remain steady. “It said we owe sixty-thousand dollars in back payments. This was from years ago. We,” she sobbed, “who has that kind of money? We . . .”

“Okay, hold on.” Jake held up his arms, then turned to the crowd. “Hold on just a minute folks, we’ll get this sorted out. Come on, come on.”

He ushered all of us toward the back. We adjourned into one of the little offices where some of the furniture had been stacked.

“Can I look at that?” Alphonse asked of Jake, prompting him to hand over the mobile.

“I had them forward me the emails,” Charlotte said.

Alphonse held up the mobile to examine it. He navigated through some links, scanning over dense text. He squinted and had to blow up the font size to the point that I could read the screen from across the room.

“They just started showing up, wanting to know what this was about,” Kris said. “I told them the people who knew were out but if they waited we could get them an answer.”

“You assumed we knew?” Jake asked.

“You or Alphonse. None of us here knew what it was about.”

“The emails,” Charlotte said, “talk about ‘criminal charges’ and referring people to debtors court.”

“What is that?” Crazy Ian asked.

“In this state,” Alana said, “people in debt can be taken to a special debtors court, which have the power to order them into so-called employment contracts. They become the lowest level workers in the factories while all their wages go toward paying off the debt. It’s debt slavery.”

“Does that mean getting state police involved?” Kris asked.

“It does.”

“Does that happen a lot?”

“In recent years, very frequently.”

“No wonder these people are frightened.”

“Okay,” Alphonse said, looking up. “Yeah. These are old loans that Quik-Kheks owned.”

“I thought they were out of business,” Brandon said.

“They weren’t actively operating,” Charlotte answered this question, “but the business still exists. Quik-Kheks had almost forty-millions dollars in unsecure loans on the books.”

“It’s worth forty-million dollars?”

“No, these are junk loans. The odds of them getting paid back was so small that the actual loans were only valued at a few hundred thousand dollars, which still made them the bulk of the company’s assets.”

“So why are these people showing up now?” Kris asked.

“Well,” Alphonse said, “it looks like somewhere in the system the transfer of ownership triggered a wave of automated collections emails. I’ll need to look into this. It must mean the company has some account on some server somewhere that we weren’t aware of.”

“Okay, but what about the people out there?” Kris pointed toward the front.

“What about them?”

“What do we tell them? Can we not just, whatever, cancel these loans?”

Alphonse just answered with a flat stare. When Kris did not respond he moved this over to Charlotte.

“You can, sure,” she said.

“Would that cause some legal issue or anything?” Kris asked.

“It looks a little odd to buy a company and then give away its primary asset,” Jake said.

“We bought this place for the building,” Alana said. “And we’re a charity. Everyone knows that. Why wouldn’t we just forgive the loans?”

“It’s potential revenue,” Alphonse said, “but it’s up to you guys.”

“Well I think we should,” Kris said, turning her own intense stare now toward Alana.

“You’re asking me?”

“You’re in charge, right? Of the charity that now owns this loan company?”

“Technically Alphonse is the president.”

“Whatever you want,” Alphonse shrugged, turning to Bridget.

There was a lengthy pause, Alana and Bridget at last turning to look at each other. “I’m okay with it,” Bridget shrugged.

“Guys, if I could point out,” Logan said. “Collecting that money means working with the cops, which could get uncomfortable. I’m also not comfortable fighting off the mob we’d have if we told those people out front we’re gonna start squeezing them.”

“Uh-huh,” Alana said. “Well, before Logan mansplained it all I was going to agree. We have this new extension and a million script dollars in the bank, there’s nothing to be gained by extorting broke people.”

“Can you guys make that happen?” Kris asked. “Getting these loans officially cancelled and stopping these automated emails?”

“Sure,” Alphonse said. “Just give me some time to track down the account that’s sending these out and . . .”

“Hold on,” Kris suddenly held up her hands and lit up her eyes. “Let’s not cancel them all. Just the ones for the people that are here, the people out there right now.”

“That’s probably only a small fraction of the people with outstanding loans.”

“That’s fine,” Kris nodded. “I know how I want to do this.”

Without another word she took off back out front, and the rest of us followed.

“Everyone,” she said, holding up her arms for attention. “Everyone. Okay, so we figured it out. These were just an automated system sending out emails that we didn’t get turned off. All your out-standing loans are going to be forgiven.”

There was an audible exhale across the crowd. People started to talk, to come forward, but Kris raised her hands again for quiet.

“Everyone, hold on. We can cancel your debts, but we have to do it one at a time. So everyone, if you could, make a line and we’ll take your names.” When she said ‘we’ she gestured between herself, Alphonse, and Charlotte, “and we will cancel your loans, but there is one condition.”

Kris got that out, then paused, letting quiet settle again. “One condition. You all have to promise me not to tell anybody about this. Okay? Don’t tell anybody you had a loan forgiven. Don’t tell anybody you ever even owed money to this place at all. Pretend like we don’t even exist.”

A surprised silence fell on the crowd. Then one man blurted out ‘of course’ and came rushing forward. He gripped Kris’ hand in both of his and shook it. “Of course, of course.”

“Make sure you get your names on the list,” Kris again gestured to Alphonse.

In short order the chaos had become a linear process, everyone waiting in line to shake hands, or even hug, Kris before giving their name to Alphonse, who now had his tablet out and was typing on its touch screen in a blur of motion. “Remember what you promised,” Kris said to each of them as they passed her by. “Don’t speak of this to anyone.”

*     *     *

That weekend we set out to properly celebrate our windfall by blowing through some of the money. On a crisp clear Saturday morning we walked over to the local superstore.

Most of us were wearing threadbare or third-hand clothes, and Kris declared we all needed new clothes to last us through the winter.

“We should also stock up,” Lucas said as we walked. “Food and fuel. Non-perishable foods, and diesel. Gasoline has a shorter shelf life so we might want to hold off until we’re closer to leaving before we buy that.”

“I’m actually not sure we should do that,” Kris said.

“Why not?”

“Well, the fuel, yes. But I don’t know that we should just buy out all the food. People around here rely on this place, and you’ve seen how the shelves start to look pretty empty toward the end of each week. It’s gonna be even worse with the holiday coming up.”

“I wasn’t saying we buy it and just keep it. We can donate a bunch of it to Alana’s food bank. Everyone still gets the same food, but for free.”

“Have you met the people around here Lucas?” Kris asked with her intense stare.

“What?”

“I mean, really like talked to them? They’re proud. They came here to live in these crowded, unstable trailer park stacks and work shitty factory jobs rather than accept handouts. They’d rather starve, a lot of them would rather starve, than stand in line at a soup kitchen.”

“That’s pretty stupid of them.”

“Call it whatever, it’s what they’ll do. I’d rather leave them the option of buying food. That’s what they want.”

“You realize a lot of the food here is price fixed,” Logan said. “For that matter, their factory jobs only exist because the federal government subsidizes corporations for hiring American citizens. The government actually pays companies to employ these people. They’re accepting handouts already.”

“I know that too, and maybe some of them are aware of it. Doesn’t change how they’re going to act.”

“So you’d rather they remain ignorant?”

“If they’re ignorant it’s not something I’m going to change. We should let them spend their money.”

We got into the store and split up on different shopping missions. The Fischers went off to get some paint and supplies so we could finally paint over the Red Cross symbols on our vehicles. Lucas, the Alfas, and myself were the only ones in our group who both owned clothes that weren’t falling apart and had been able to pack them before starting this journey, so we ended up in charge of checking the food aisles.

As usual the store was an eclectic, random assortment of what was overstocked and understocked. Today, perhaps in anticipation of the upcoming holiday, there seemed an overabundance of food everywhere except the frozen meat section, which was barren. We bought some of whatever they still had in plenty. It ended up giving us enough to fill up the bed in the Fischers pickup, which we consciously failed to unload afterward.

While the Alfas took our loaded carts to the front to pay, and Lucas rushed off to get some extra fuel cans and load up on diesel, I headed off to find the others. I ran into Logan in the coats section. The first time we had come to this store a month earlier the clothing section had been barren. Then some shipments started coming in and now it was overflowing, to the point that unpacked, unsealed boxes were stacked against one wall. The stuff that had been unpacked and hung up, meanwhile, seemed haphazard.

“Greg, you need to buy this coat.” Logan was referring to a long leather coat he had found. It seemed to be the sole coat of that style around. It was genuine leather with genuine weight to it, which seemed to me to just compound the problem of wearing a bullet proof vest all the time. It looked worn, aged in a stylish way.

“It’s expensive,” I said as I examined the price tag.

“Trust me, if you do not buy this coat you’ll regret it.”

“You could buy it for yourself.”

“It would be way too big on me. Seriously. You will look like a badass.”

I put it on and found that it did make me look like someone out of a big budget, formulaic movie.

“Something else we should get.” He led me over to an adjacent section of the store. It was labeled sporting goods, but what it mostly featured was weapons and camping gear. “Once we get on the move again we might want some tents and camping stuff, in case we need to stop in the middle of nowhere.”

We looked through the area. Logan claimed a shopping cart and started to load up on stuff. He left me to push it around while he jaunted off collecting things. At one point he returned carrying a pair of machetes and a blade sharpener.

“We’re each getting one of these,” he said.

“Why?”

He handed me one. I drew out the blade and turned it over.

“We should be armed with more than just guns.”

“I don’t know how to fight with a sword.”

“You’re not gonna fight a fucking duel. It’s a machete, you hack things.” He stared at me with a solemn look. “If we get into any kind of fight out there it’s you and me man. The two of us should be as armed as possible.”

I relented on this point. Just then Kris arrived to ask what we were doing.

“Camping supplies. For the road,” Logan said.

“Did you find winter clothes?” Kris asked.

“I’m good.”

“No you aren’t Logan. Don’t make me mother you.”

“Who’s making you?”

She rolled her eyes and looked at me. “Where did you find that coat?”

“It was just hanging among some other random ones.”

She gave me the stare of hers, a variant I was unsure how to interpret. Then she turned back to Logan. “Go get yourself some winter clothes. Greg and I will handle finding camping supplies.”

Once he was gone she examined the tents and sleeping bags Logan had piled into the cart, filling it to overflow. “This looks expensive.”

“It would be good to have though.”

“Yeah, I agree.”

“Plus we do have to spend all this money before we leave or it’s useless.”

“I know, I just don’t want to blow through it too quickly.”

I just nodded, having nothing more to say.

*     *     *

Over the next week we spent a bunch of time cleaning up the new place and getting it ready to host a big Thanksgiving celebration. The first thing we did was set up some extra cots in the cleaner back section so that everyone who was crammed into the warehouse annex with Alana could get some breathing room.

After that they had plans to turn it into an additional annex by adding it some extra walls connecting one side of the office to the former warehouse, on an elevated foundation poured atop the existing asphalt top. It was an approach I had seen taken throughout the commerce zone, with buildings added on to by tacking on enclosures over whatever parking lot or alley space happen to be there.

For my part I mostly just moved stuff, carrying cots, lugging stuff bought over at the super-store, manhandling power tools for the Fischers. I spent the better part of one day operating a hand-pump, since we did not have an electric one, in order to clear out the flooded bathroom.

On Thanksgiving day I found myself over at this new building again, helping Noah get its furnace up and running so it could be used for the overspilling crowd we expected that evening.

“Hey,” Noah pulled me aside as we worked. “What’s with all these Mexican teenager volunteers we got?”

I glanced toward the front, where the teenagers in question were helping set up tables and decorating for the evening. Like us they were bundled up for lack of heat in this building.

“What’s with them?” I asked.

“Yeah man, what’s with them?”

“I think they’re Puerto Rican actually.”

“Okay, so what’s with the Puerto Ricans?”

“I really don’t understand the question.”

“Why are they here? Teenagers don’t volunteer at this place.”

I again looked down the hallway, catching glimpses of people working, while I paused to consider this. Alana had always coordinated a small cadre of volunteers at the shelter, though few had been needed recently with our group around to help out. Still, I could not remember seeing a lot of teenagers among the volunteers.

“I think they belong to that family that, you know, we forgave their debt,” I said.

“Ohh. So they think they owe us?”

“I guess so.”

“Why ain’t there any others?”

“What do you mean?”

“Kris forgave a lot of debts man, but I ain’t seen any of those other people showing up. Why they the only ones here?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. Kris did tell them all to just go off and pretend like we don’t exist.”

“Yeah, which is crazy. But we did them all one man, why ain’t noone else showing up.”

“Well this family, we did forgive like half a million dollars in debt.”

He managed a high-pitched, well formed whistle in reaction. “Damn. What about the others?”

“The others?”

“How much debt they have?”

“I don’t know. Not nearly as much.”

“So these Puerto Ricans think they owe us more?”

“I’m just guessing.”

“That’s kinda messed up. Like, we forgave all their loans, but only the people who owed the most think they should give something back?”

“Well, whaddya expect? That’s how people think, I guess.”

“Yeah. Messed up world man.” He turned to go back to work, leaving me to ponder what he had meant by all that.

*     *     *

The day after Thanksgiving was still a day for major sales at most stores, and our local superstore was no exception. We still had money to spend and had not found everything we wanted on our trip the previous weekend, so there was some discussion of braving the crowds to go on another shopping expedition. Ultimately nobody quite had the heart for it.

Instead we waited off a day, then first thing Saturday morning walked over to the super-store again.

They had not received any new shipments since our last trip, so there was nothing new to find. This being a typical super-store though it took us some wandering awhile to figure that out. I walked with Kris and Crazy Ian through the food aisles. The produce section had plenty of tropical fruits, though the grapefruit were in special plastic containers and priced like a narcotic, and plenty of potatoes, but nothing else. There was lots of non-seafood meat and a fully stocked cereal aisle. There was also plenty of frozen meals, including ones that contained seafood and assorted vegetables. The bread aisle had nothing other than hot dog buns. There was no canned food at all. This despite the fact that Logan and I had found and made several visits to a canning facility and wholesaler less than twenty miles south from here.

We met back up with Lucas, Noah and Logan. For their part our drivers had, as on our previous trip, failed to locate spare batteries or spare tires in the right sizes for the respective vehicles. They were not things we needed, but Logan thought we should have spares on hand when we at last left.

Conversely, Hannah and Brandon found that there was an even bigger glut of clothes, even more discounted than the week before. There was a debate there at the front of the store if we should take advantage of what deals there were to be had on food and clothes. Since we had walked over it meant somebody heading back to get a vehicle to transport stuff. We decided against.

“Should we just head back then?” Lucas asked.

“There’s no rush, right?” Brandon looked to his wife for an answer. “Wanna check out the theater stuff?”

“I’m sure there’s no movies worth seeing.”

“I didn’t mean a movie. They’ve got all this other stuff around here we never get a chance to check out.”

“It ain’t worth seeing,” Noah said. “I’m heading home.”

We split up, some of the group heading home, the rest of us gravitating to the various add-on features located in the ad-hoc superstore annexes. I had noted their existence upon first arriving here and then largely ignored them ever since. It occurred to me that the shelter we were staying at ran seven days a week, and as such I had not truly had a day off since the Sunday at Fountain Garden, which had not been a very relaxing day at all.

Wandering through the superstore commons several of us were drawn to the former movie theater converted into a virtual reality arcade. When passing by here on previous weekends I had seen crowds lined up out the door waiting for a chance to play. Today though, for whatever reason, the place was dead, empty save for a handful of teenagers monopolizing the consoles. I could have gotten in line and been playing myself in five minutes, but I did not much want to spend the money or learn the weird muscle skills involved in a new game. Instead Crazy Ian and I took seats in the upper area reserved for spectators.

The actual virtual reality gamers were up front, the stations and gear and operator’s post set up where the theater front rows had once been. On the big screen we got to watch what was happening in their virtual world. The actual view was a series of split screens, some showing the first-person perspective of the individual players, a couple others showing overhead views or flipping between set ‘cameras’ that existed in the virtual space.

Right then, one of the players was using a Gatling gun to pump rounds into some kind of gelatinous squid monster oozing toward him. It was then that I realized one of the other players was playing as that same gelatinous monster.

“This is just weird Ian,” I told him.

“These games have changed a lot since I last played any.”

“What were they like when you were playing?”

“Way less advanced. Those boards they’re standing on down there are multi-direction conveyers, they’ve got haptic gloves, really thin headsets. It looks seriously cool.”

I leaned forward to examine the interface consoles more thoroughly.

“You know what’s really weird,” Ian said, “is to think this stuff exists at all. I mean, that it exists in this world.”

“What?”

Ian gestured toward the door and the world beyond. “Everyone is living in third world poverty out there. The people that come to our shelter, they don’t own cars or mobiles or anything. It’s just weird to think that is happening and at the same time people are building super high-end electronics like these,” he gestured now to the front of the theater. “It’s weird, right?”

I stared at him, not quite sure what point he was making. “Yeah, I guess so,” I said.

“Do you wanna try playing?” Ian asked.

“I was thinking about it, but twenty bucks sounds kind of steep.”

“Yeah, doesn’t feel worth it. Let’s get out of here.”

We walked out of the arcade and headed toward the main lobby. There was a refreshment stand here, as well as couches and a few televisions running various news streams. Kris and the others were gathered in front of one. She spotted us and right away waved us over.

The screen was showing just an anchorman along with the usual clutter of scrolling text and ‘related stories’ links. “What going on?” I asked.

Kris hushed me, while Brandon pointed out the main headline banner atop the screen. ‘GSA announces execution of major separatist leader for treason.’

We stood there in silence, reading the flash of words on the screen and straining to hear the newscaster. As far as I could tell the volume on this television was not just turned down but muted, leaving me to pick out and read the transcribed text in one of the multiple scrolls of words at the bottom of the screen.

There was mention of a trial held by a national security court in Columbus and of a request for a stay by the governor of Ohio being denied, the order coming directly from the chief of the Global Security Agency. I noticed one of the links to related headlines mentioned ‘actionable intelligence’ against the separatists being recovered by GSA agents as a result of this capture.

The screen cut to black as the stream switched to a new clip. It was proceeded by a warning label saying that the following clip contained graphic images. Then we were looking at a bare, concrete courtyard filmed from a handheld camera, with its characteristic shaky images and uncoordinated zooms and tracking.

At first it might have been anywhere, but the view panned around and I saw, looming above one of the big concrete walls, the sleek, white futuristic architectural lines of the core building at Spiderhead. It looked different from when I last saw it, part of it burned, part sheared away as if hit by a bomb, but the intact half still gleaming against a bright blue sky.

Then the view dropped and zoomed toward the far end of this courtyard. Guards led out a man in an orange jumpsuit and handcuffed him to a post set up against a tall concrete wall. The camera zoomed in, and I realized we were looking at Pastor Will.

“Oh God,” Kris said, and spun away from the screen, towards me. She put her hands over her face and pressed herself against my chest. Without much thinking about it I put one arm around her. It was the best I could manage, my other arm hanging limp, staring in surprise.

Another group of guards, these ones in dark black suits wearing dark hoods, filed into view, forming up a line facing the pastor. One of the guards who had led him out stepped up beside Pastor Will. He appeared to say something, to which the preacher only nodded. Then the guard fixed a blindfold over his face and walked away.

Among our group Hannah clung to her husband’s arm, watching, while Brandon and Crazy Ian just stared, and Kris pressed herself a little tighter against me.

The camera zoomed out again to take in the condemned and the whole firing squad. In syncopation, responding to a signal by someone who was almost off-screen, the guards hefted their rifles, took aim, and fired. I watched Pastor Will’s body jerk in a quick spasm and then slump down. The camera image zoomed in again, showing the body, clear marks of red blood on the wall behind it.

I looked around. The light crowd today was moving around the lobby at no particular regard. Having never really watched these news streams I had no idea how often they showed graphic executions, but nobody other than us seemed to have noticed, or at least to have been interested enough to stop and watch.

“Did you guys notice how it said they got actionable intelligence out of him?” Ian asked.

“I did, yes,” I said.

“What does that mean?” Hannah asked.

“It can’t be good. Maybe we should get back home.”

At first nobody responded to my comment. Instead we continued to stare at the news stream, which had moved on to a clip about a different news item, discussing the ongoing fighting in the Ukraine and Baltic states.

“Yeah,” Kris said at last, leaning away to look up at me. Her tears were almost invisible, just a sheen of moisture in her eyes held back with willpower. “Let’s get back.”

We headed out into the sunny afternoon. Just as we got across the narrow parking strip to the little grassy plot that dominated the commons I spotted our armored truck turning in from the street. We waited as it came around, careening through the narrow drive way and racing up to double park near us. The Alfa’s rover, a high-end electric model with a new sheen to it, followed right behind.

Jake and Charlotte got out of the jeep and scampered toward us, but before they could do anything Logan rolled down the window of the armored truck. “Get in!”

“What’s happening?” Kris said.

“We just heard from Austin,” Charlotte said. “We’re in danger. We have to go.”

“Go where?”

“We have to leave town,” Jake said. “Right now.”

“There’s no time to fuck around!” Logan called. “Get the fuck in.”

None of us were up for countering Logan in one of his moods. The Fischers followed behind the Alfas as they piled back to their jeep, while the rest of us got in the armored truck.

“Jake,” Logan leaned out the window to call to him. “You got the direct route. Brandon, you remember the meat up spot right?”

Brandon paused as he was opening the rear door. “Um, yes. Yes, got it.”

“We’ll see you there.”

We were still climbing in and closing our doors as Logan pulled out again, veering through the parking lot and back onto the street, cutting dangerously close to the pedestrians out on this sunny day.

“Logan, what is going on?” Kris asked him.

“They got Will Linquist. The GSA executed him.”

“We saw the news stream,” I said in a flat tone.

“It was on the news?”

“On a news stream just now, they were showing a video of the execution.”

“That’s fucked up.” Logan paused, concentrating on driving. “Apparently he knew what we were carrying and where we were trying to get to, that’s the intel Austin first got that led him to us. He says they executed Will because they don’t think they can get any more out of him, which since they haven’t actually arrested us must meant they have some hot lead.”

“Hot lead?”

“They know where we are, or think they know. He said it’s renewed the search for this armored truck regardless.”

“Is going on the move the right thing to do then?” Kris asked.

“Too many people know about us around here, and the GSA definitely has names now. Like Austin said, somebody else at the local branch office could put it together.”

“They know our names?” I asked.

“We have to assume so. You, me, the Spiderhead escapees at least, the people that talked to Will. Speaking of which, do you still have your mobile?”

“Me? I do, but it’s been powered off for weeks. I have no idea if my account is still active.”

“Good, leave it that way.”

“It’s with my stuff anyway,” I said, “I don’t carry it with me any more.”

“Where’s your stuff?”

“In the Beast.”

“Good.” Logan craned his neck around, looking for an opening to cut through the traffic. I noted that he was taking us toward the southern exit to the commerce zone. “What about you two?” he asked of those in the back seats.

“What about us?” Kris asked.

“Do you have mobiles with you?”

“I haven’t owned a mobile in ten years,” Ian said.

“They don’t issue them in prison, I had to resort to pen and paper.” Kris shot a wry smirk my way.

“Good. I told Lucas to make sure his is off as well, and Jake knows to make sure Hannah turns off hers.”

“Where is Lucas?” Kris asked.

“He got back just before Austin showed up with the news. They’re gonna grab everyone’s bags before they take off. We just got hope they remember everything.” 

“But we have everyone with us?” Kris leaned part way forward into the front seat.

“Everyone’s accounted for.”

“And they all know where we’re going?”

“Yes.”

“And where is that, exactly?” Crazy Ian asked.

“We have a rendevous point across the border in Indiana. It’s a diner in a little town we sometimes passed on our food runs. All the drivers know where it is, and we worked out different routs each of us would take. We’re on the long, loop around route. We kept the whole plan secret from everyone else, just in case.”

I glanced back at Kris again, seeing she was sharing the same morbid thought.

“I meant after that,” Crazy Ian said. “Long term.”

Logan did not respond at first. We had reached a gate on the southern side of the commerce zone and were now waiting in line. Vehicles were advancing at a reasonable rate, but it still left our driver antsy and impatient.

“Long term? I don’t know. We’ll have to discuss it when we meet back up.” The vehicle came to a temporary stop, and Logan turned around to face those in the back. “Perhaps our leader has some thoughts on the issue.”

Kris let out a sigh and looked away out the window.

“You okay?” Logan asked.

“I’m fine. Just don’t know how I feel about being called our leader.”

“Believe it or no, I know how you feel. But that’s how it is. For better or worse, this is your group. We’ll follow you anywhere.”
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In a distant land there lived a man named Job. He was blameless and upright; upholding morality and shunning evil. He had a beautiful wife and a son and a daughter, and a great house and much wealth, and those who knew him said he was the most charitable and upstanding man in all the country, kind to his family, hospitable to strangers, generous with his wealth, humble, and forthright in all his dealings.

One day a great calamity befell Job. A fire consumed his house, and his family was trapped inside and they all died. While at the same time he received news that many of his friends, gathered together, were set upon by armed men and murdered in an act of terrorism. While at the same time thieves came and stole what wealth he had that was not in his home. While at the same time a painful rash and sores broke out across his entire body.

A pastor came to console Job. The pastor told him, “naked you came from your mother’s womb, and naked you will depart. God gave and God has taken away; may God be praised.”

In reply though Job cursed him. “Your God does not exist and you preach a scripture of lies.” 

After this Job sat among the ashes of his home and said nothing.

So the pastor sent to Job the three wisest men of his congregation, James the myopic scholar, Pat the clobbering salesman, and Francis the muddled diplomat, to go and sympathize and comfort him, and share their thoughts and prayers. When they saw him from a distance, they could hardly recognize him. Then they sat on the ground with him. No one said a word, because they saw how great his suffering was.
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Job said: “Have you come to give me succor and aid, or have you come to taunt me with words and lies?”

Then Pat the salesman replied: “You were warned before that this would happen. You were told if you did not praise God, God would take away all that he gave. Your pride and lack of humility before God has angered Him, and He had brought you low because of it.

“If I were you, I would appeal to God. God works in mysterious ways, performing wonders that cannot be fathomed, miracles that cannot be counted. Those who mourn are uplifted by his grace.

“Do not despise the discipline of the Almighty. Do not sulk for the loss of what He has given you, nor be sore because He had not favored you over others.”
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Then Job said: “Your god is a delusion and your faith in him misguided. I did not worship your god before, and I pay him no homage now.

“Before, when I had much, you said to me I had no right to criticize your god, because he had given me so much, and I ought to be thankful instead. Now that I have nothing, you tell me I have no right to criticize your god, because my criticism is just bitterness over my own personal loss.

“You have contrived an excuse to prevent anyone from ever criticizing your god, yet criticize I must, for your belief brings suffering to this world and your scripture drives you not toward morality but away.”
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Then James the scholar said: “But surely, the bible is the perfect source of all morality and the most profound book ever written. Jesus taught the virtues of love and compassion better than any before or since. The bible has persisted for thousands of years without a single error found in its pages. Surely such a book could only be divinely inspired.”

Then Job said: “You speak of your bible as a perfect source of morality, yet its teachings are barbaric. It asks parents to beat their children with a rod if they are not well-behaved, and should they talk back the parents are instructed to kill them. The bible, in its wisdom, calls for death by stoning of anyone who commits heresy, or homosexuality, or works on the Sabbath, or who worships graven images, or who practices sorcery, or who commits many other imaginary crimes.”

Then James the scholar replied: “But these things you speak of are the bible of the Old Testament. As all Christian know, Jesus did away with this doctrine and replaced it with one of true love and compassion. The fires that lit the Inquisition that killed so many are a perversion of true Christianity, just as those who interpret the bible to call for the killing of heretics have fallen victim to a false interpretation of the bible’s true message.”

Then Job replied: “Yet in your very bible, Jesus endorses the Old Testament in its entirety, saying that ‘not an iota will pass from the law’ and this message is also carried by his apostles.

“It is true that Jesus taught love and compassion, and he framed this in his Golden Rule. But this same rule was taught by other moral philosophers, including those such as Zoroaster and Confucius, who lived prior to Jesus, and it was taught by others such as Buddha and the stoics, whose philosophies do not also contain obscene admonishments for violence and the killing of heretics.

“Perhaps, as you say, those who endorsed the practices of the Inquisition, for its centuries of abuse, and those who even now trumpet the killing of heretics and heathens, are misinterpreting your bible. You, my friend, may interpret it however you like, yet why should I believe that you have interpreted your bible correctly, when the greatest thinkers of your religion, including St. Augustine, St. Aquinas, and Martin Luther, all came to the opposite conclusion as you do.

“If you believe your bible is the most pure teacher of morality, you do not know much about other religions, and if you believe it is the most clear and direct teacher of morality, you do not know much about your own religion.”
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Then James the scholar replied: “You speak of obscure parts of the bible, of misinterpret passages and irrelevancies. Let us speak of the truest and purest parts of the bible. The Ten Commandments are the moral and legal basis for our civilization. Without them we would have but immorality and anarchy. The United States of America, the greatest country in the history of the world and the greatest source of freedom and morality the world has ever seen, was founded on Judeo-Christian principles.

“Surely the foundation of the greatest civilization in human history cannot be barbaric, and our Christian values are indispensable to all that makes America great.”

Then Job replied: “You say the ten commandments of your bible are the moral and legal basis of our civilization, yet I wonder if you could even recite all ten, or have thought about what they mean.

“The U.S. Constitution, which is the actual foundation for legality within America, makes no reference to god or Christianity at all.

“As for your morality, if you read your commandments, the first four say nothing on morality whatsoever. They speak instead of establishing religious precepts, such as not working on Sunday, and banning religious art and what your bible deems improper use of your god’s name. These commandments, explicitly, establish a religion, the exact opposite of what is allowed in our constitution.

“Your other commandments ban lying, stealing, murder, and adultery. These are moral things, but Christianity is not the only religion to ban them. In truth, most major religions ban such things, as do most secular moral traditions. This basic morality is rooted in our biology as a social species, in our moral emotions that reject cruelty and uphold fairness, found in people who have never read a single sentence of your scripture.

“Yet the original Constitution and your scripture do have one common precept: their endorsement of slavery. Are there any people, anywhere in the world, who today argue for the morality of slavery? The Constitution contains modifications that correct this error, but what of your scripture, which cannot be corrected because you believe it to be have been perfect throughout all time?”

“Your Old Testament advises the keeping of slaves and lays out rules for how they are to be treated. Your Old Testament teaches that slaves may be beaten, just not so severely as to damage their eyes or teeth. Your Old Testament allows men to sell their daughters into sexual slavery.

“Your New Testament, with its teachings of compassion and love in their purest form, contains no objections to the practice of slavery. Jesus speaks not on this subject, and his apostles only tell slaves to serve their masters well.
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Then Francis the diplomat replied: “Yet the abolitionists, who opposed slavery on moral grounds, drew inspiration from scripture. They found an improved interpretation, and corrected the mistake just as the Constitution did.

“If we were to listen to you, we would have to throw out the entire bible, the good with the bad. But without the bible there can be no universal standard of morality.”

Then Job replied: “The abolitionists cherry-picked parts of the bible to repudiate other parts, yet others so inclined could do just the opposite and justify slavery, and there is no way to resolve this. All of scripture is still there, and nothing in the bible justifies one interpretation over the other.

“We know that slavery is evil through the simple tautology of recognizing the humanity of other humans. This epiphany can be arrived at without the bible, and it was arrived out without the bible, and is now your justification for your preferred interpretation of the bible. To what did the bible add to this, other than pro-slavery arguments that had to be countered through other means, though not before they established a cruel and monstrous institution that dominated a portion of America for hundreds of years and was only driven out through a bloody war.

“To say that without the bible there can be no standard of morality is to show true ignorance of the many moral traditions throughout human history, to say nothing of objective sources of morality.”
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Then Francis the diplomat spoke to his fellows, and said: “Come, are we to let him speak thusly. We came to console him and offer him comfort, yet he mocks our beliefs and makes light of our greatest source of morality.”

Then Job said: “Do I not give you opportunity to defend yourselves? Have you not had a chance to present your case? Let us hear it, if you have a better argument, bring it forth that we may examine it in the light of reason and rationality.

“Yet all you bring forth is as the wind, hollow and empty claims that fall apart with only the most cursory contact with reasoned argument.

“You claim to represent morality, yet you hardly seem to understand what morality is. Morality is concerned with the promotion of human happiness and the alleviation of human suffering. Yet your focus on religion creates a sense of morality divorced from suffering. In the name of morality you do things that have nothing to do with human suffering. Or even worse, in the name of morality you do things that actively promote human suffering.

“One need look no further than your endlessly tiresome attitudes toward sex to see how your morality becomes empty at best and deranged at worse.

“You spend endless energy attempting to constrain the sexual behavior of consenting adults, and attempting to prevent teenagers from engaging in premarital sex, all in the name of upholding your narrow vision of sexual morality. What suffering is alleviated by your proscriptions against sex your own beliefs deem deviant? What happiness is promoted by your endless policing of premarital sex?

“You scream to the heavens at the suggestion of teaching teenagers anything beyond abstinence as the only allowed course for their sexual lives, thereby ensuring these teenagers are more likely to contract sexually transmitted disease, to become pregnant, to get abortions.”
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Then Pat the salesman replied: “As well they should. Such evils are the consequences of unrestrained sexual activity. Without them our children risk sinking into immorality and sin.

“Come now, do you think we would allow our children to freely engage in sinful behavior without consequence? Contraception and vaccines for sexually transmitted diseases only allow them to sin without the righteous punishment that must always follow.”

Then Job replied: “That these teenagers, your own children, will suffer from these maladies is an objective fact, yet it does not seem to bother you. Rather, you celebrate this, because you see these things as punishment for violating your supposed morality. You want your children to suffer terrible consequences when they do not conform to your own warped sense of sexual propriety, a sense, we must remember, that you derive from no reasoned argument but from the interpretation of your bible, a book with so many contradictions and interpretations that it leaves its readers struggling to understand the immorality of slavery.

“So it becomes that you oppose vaccinations for sexually transmitted diseases. You want these viruses to stay around in your, ultimately vain, hope that they will deter the kind of sex you personally disapprove of.

“Behold! This is where your purest and best source of morality has led. You have sided with a disease! You have sided with a virus and against humans in the name of your deranged morality.
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Then Francis the diplomat replied: “You speak of the terrible things people do in the name of religion. But certainly you must admit also all the good things done in the name of God. Is it not undeniable that people of faith have done great things to relieve the suffering of others? Has not their faith inspired them to acts that even you would recognize as truly moral?”

Then Job replied: “No one denies the great works of charity done by some in the name of the religion, and for that I commend them. But it is not necessary to believe in your god or your bible to do good in the world. In fact there are many organizations that are secular and yet just as committed to the alleviation of suffering.

“Your missionaries that venture forth to the poorest nations of the Earth are no doubt motivated by a desire to do good in this world. Yet they come also with the baggage of your faith, and must expend time and energy proselytizing, an act that does no discernable good to anybody and which can squander the good-will of the explicit non-Christians whom they encounter.

“Doing good for the world while also spending effort to convert others to your religion is at best a misappropriation of resources, where their secular counterparts, having no religion they must speak to, are free to spend all the energies on actually doing good.

“At worst though, your missionaries also spread their debased morality. Just as you take steps to ensure your children will suffer the worst consequences from the premarital sex many inevitably engage in, so too do your missionaries preach your tiresome sexual mores, and in the process discourage such things as contraception in nations ravaged by sexually transmitted disease. I am left to wonder, how much additional misery is spread by your missionary’ promotion of venereal disease, and how does that balance against the good they have done. I cannot answer that question, but I can say without doubt that those doing charitable work without a religious mission have no such deleterious side effects they must account for.
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Then Pat the salesman spoke: “You say these missionaries waste their time proselytizing when they could be doing good, because you do not recognize that proselytizing is itself good. Spreading the good word of the Bible and of Christ’s love is never a ‘misappropriation’ of resources, it is the highest calling of true Christians.

“You say that your secular organizations have no negative balance to account for, yet it is true that some of the greatest murderers in history were atheists. Adolf Hitler, Joseph Stalin, Mao Zedong, all were atheists dictators who opposed God and the Church and because of that were responsible for mass genocide on a scale unseen before. If we are to add up the ledgers, your atheist dictators outweigh all the evil done by Christians.

“Let us face the truth, your atheist dogma is a path to murder and genocide.”

Then Job responded: “You testify to facts that are not in evidence. You say proselytizing is good, yet that is only true if I accept your bible and your religion as good, and I have not done so. In fact, that is what you are trying to convince me of now, and so far spectacularly failing at that task, as you still have yet to bring forth an argument that stands up before even my off-handed rational scrutiny.

“What of these evil tyrants you speak of? It is true they were often the enemies of organized religion, but often because they saw it as contrary to the religions they wished to build around themselves. Atheist or not, and many of the worst tyrants are willing to call upon a god or a church when it suits them, these criminals were in no way rational. They ruled at the center of quasi-religious personality cults that sought to replace worship of a god like yours with worship of their state and themselves as its leader.

“My arguments and my worldview, now as ever, are rooted in rationalism and reason. I single out your Christian faith because you are the ones speaking to me now, but were a Muslim to show up to offer me his empty thoughts and prayers I would criticize him in the same manner, and so too would it be with a follower of one of these tyrants who felt I ought to pay homage to his state or his ideology or his dear leader.

“Instead of these straw men, let us look to actual rationalists. Are they less moral than believers? If we are to believe your claims, that your religion is the only source for real morality, then should not atheists be not just immoral, but manifestly evil?

“Yet this is not born out by facts. Scientists and universities, known for their preponderance of atheists, are not filled with people who lie and steal and murder. They seem no more or less inclined to such things as anyone else, including religious people.

“You fall into the misconception that rejection of your religious dogma necessarily means wholly and blindly accepting another religious dogma, or a political or racial dogma, or what you imagine to be an atheist dogma.

“I argue not against your dogmatic beliefs in particular, but against all dogmatic beliefs, against dogma itself, against anything that cannot be questioned. Can you produce evidence of a society, or even of a single individual, who suffered because they refused to believe without evidence?”
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Then Francis the diplomat replied: “I cannot allow you to speak of my God as a fantasy. Yet even were it that there were no God, what of the good that faith brings to the believers? Belief gives meaning to our lives. How many, when suffering some calamity such as you have, find solace and comfort with other believers, admonished in the fact that a good and righteous God looks over them?”

Then Job replied: “To say your belief gives your life meaning does not make any of its precepts true. A Muslim’s beliefs also give his life meaning, as do the beliefs of any other devout follower of any religion.

“If the good of religion is the effect it has on the believers, then religion, any religion, is little more than a placebo to comfort those who suffer. Were religion nothing more than that, perhaps I could grant its usefulness, even though it be completely false. Yet in contrast to your claim, the evidence suggests religions are not just false but dangerous.

“Religious dogma is a false way of knowing. It is believing things because someone else said so, without proof or evidence or reason. It must, by necessity, always conflict with scientific and evidence based ways of knowing things, with true knowledge.

“When we must evaluate the truth or falsehood of any proposition, anywhere in our lives, we have a simple choice. We can honestly appraise the evidence and the arguments for that proposition, or we can be intellectually dishonest. Then we will either have good reason to believe the things we believe, or we won’t.

“Religion encourages dishonesty. It encourages irrationality. Religion establishes a false standard of intellectual integrity, where evidence and reason are sublimated to claims made by authority and to the things we wish were true.

“Faith is nothing but an excuse used to go on believing when reason has failed, and religion is nothing but ignorance wrapped in a pretension of nobility.

“Any comparable ignorance, any comparable conviction in the reality of a fantasy, is treated as a sign of insanity. To speak to aliens in one’s television would mark a man as insane, yet to speak to an invisible god is noble; to believe one will be saved by a Christian god is a mark of strength, yet to believe salvation will come from Zeus, god of Olympus, is crazy.”
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Then James the scholar replied: “You speak of true knowledge, yet look at how little knowledge the precious science you worship really has. Your science claims to know how and why the universe was created, but how can you know such things? Were you there? Of course not, yet if you applied the reason you claim to such things you would see it was God that created the universe. That god must exist is self-evident, because everything that exists has a cause, and space and time exist, so space and time must have been caused by something that stands outside space and time, and the only thing powerful enough to create that stands outside space and time is God.

“You claim to know for sure how life was created, but evolution is just a theory, not a fact. There is much scientific disagreement about it, because anyone can see there is too much complexity, in life, in the universe, to be random. Every design must have a designer, and life on this world is designed to perfection.

“We have shown faith and so demonstrated true humility before God, yet you preen with intellectual arrogance as you claim to possess true knowledge, which are nothing more than the lies of science.”

Then Job replied: “Who is it that says science claims to know why the universe was created? Have your arguments become so meek, your words so bereft of persuasion that you must invent claims I did not make so that you can argue with them and make yourself falsely feel strong, rather than wither as you have before the mere simplest argument of reason?

“You say that evolution is a theory, not a fact, and you consider this a convincing argument, yet it is only an argument convincing me of your own illiteracy of scientific discourse. Scientists speak of theories as collections of facts, which together form explanatory models, which can be tested, which when not found wanting become part of scientific knowledge. The theory of evolution is as much a fact as the theory of gravity or the germ theory of disease, and planes can fly, crop yields can be improved, and diseases can be cured because of these things you deride as ‘only theories’ and ‘lies of science.’

“There is no real scientific disagreement about evolution, only disagreement by religious people like yourself masquerading as scientists. Once again, when rational argument fails, you fall back on pretense and intellectual dishonesty.

“You speak of life being designed to perfection, yet even us mere humans can see obvious improvements that could be made. Our own bodies contain myriad sub-optimal designs. Our throats share passage for both food and air. A simple design improvement would mean no human could ever choke to death.

“How many children, in the history of humanity, have chocked to death because of this design flaw? Was this a mistake in design that your perfect god made? Do you claim god wanted it this way? What kind of god wants children dead?

“You speak of proof that your god exists, yet the existence of the universe in no ways proves the existence of any god, let alone your specific biblical god. If the universe does require a designer, then that designer could just as easily be a Muslim god, or an evil god, or something else beyond our imagination.

“Yet should we suppose any such designer must exist, it does not answer the question of how everything was created but only expands it into infinite recursion. If god created the universe, what created god? To say that god is uncreated ignores the question rather than answers it. You started off this argument by saying everything that exists has a cause, so if your god exists he too must have a cause.

“In truth, if we are to be intellectually honest, we must admit that none of us know how or why the universe was created. Can we even intelligently ask the question, for to be created implies coming into existence at a specific point in time, and here he speak of space-time itself being created.

“I readily admit I do not know this. Will you admit as much as well? It seems you won’t, and instead claim to have answers for questions you cannot possible know, backed up by no evidence whatsoever. Is this what you call humility?

“Is it humility to believe that the creator of the whole universe takes a special interest in you, loving you, approving of you, rewarding you after death. You believe your scripture is and will always be the best guide to morality. You believe everyone who disagrees with you will be punished in the afterlife.

“In truth there is no worldview more arrogant than that of a religious believer.”
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Then James the scholar spoke to his fellows: “What blasphemy! Shall he let him speak this way of our God? He accuses our God of mistakes, of being evil. It is the doing of humans, not God, that is responsible for acts of evil

Then Job replied: “Is god somehow not to be held responsible for acts of god?

“Already I have spoken of the ills you create and the suffering you cause in the name of your unhinged morality. Look now, though, to those that suffer not as I, at the hands of people, but those who suffer the calamity of natural disaster. These are acts of god, you would say, yet they destroy and take lives without regard to innocense or guilt. Children and babies, the upstanding and righteous, the pious and kind, they are killed by calamities as surely as anyone else.

“Your god allows this to happen. Your god sees evil in this world and does nothing. Your god’s failure to protect humanity, to protect innocent children and the most righteous of people, is in evidence everywhere.

“Either your god cannot stop these terrible things from happening, or your god allows them to happen. Either your god is impotent or your god is evil.

“Your god, whose worship gives your lives meaning, is overseeing the slaughter of thousands and millions of people, yet you still praise this god and deem yourself still alive by your god’s grace and love, and go on to make this the basis for your pretension of morality.”

“Your belief in your god’s goodness is nothing but narcism and self-deceit. You worship a god that is evil or powerless in the face of evil, and you trust that god to look out for you. More than that, you use the supposed grace of that god as cover to withhold help to your fellows, and even to commit acts of great evil yourself, while assuaging yourself that your god is looking out for those that deserve it.

“Only when the suffering of humanity is not dressed up as the will of god can we begin to see the urgent need to address that suffering, to alleviate it.”
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Then Pat the salesman spoke: “You accuse us of narcism, yet what arrogance you show, sir. You claim to understand morality as well as God? God moves in mysterious ways, his motives are inscrutable and his ends beyond the ken of mere mortals. God cannot be judged by human standards of morality.”

Then Job replied: “Yet it is human standards of morality that you use to judge your god worthy of worship in the first place.

“You have already taken upon yourself to determine the correct interpretation of your bible’s many contradictions. How did you make this determination, if not with your own human judgment, using human standards of morality?

“You use your own moral intuition to claim your bible’s timeless wisdom, but then say I cannot possibly use my own moral intuition to evaluate the world but must instead turn to your bible.

“You have used your moral intuition to determine your bible certifies your own moral intuition. Your reasoning is circular.

“It is us, humans, who decide what is good and right, and we do this with our own reason, our own intuition, our own sense of fairness, and our own logical arguments as I have made.

“When your bible agrees with your moral sense, you celebrate it as timeless wisdom. When it disagrees, and it does countless times as it calls for the killings or cruel punishment of innocent people, and outlines the correct treatment of slaves, then you use your moral sense to ignore those parts, to interpret them away.

“And woe to any whose moral intuition differs from yours! Because you cannot even discuss your differences with them in a rational manner. For you have taken your moral intuition and dressed it up in the regalia of religious certainty. You pretend your own opinions are the results of unquestionable scripture and timeless wisdom.

“You have made which religion you are central to your identity, and so must cast out as evil and wrong all those who disagree, which must always include large groups who have made a different religion their own identity. Then, rather than a project of greater morality, the competing beliefs of every ‘us’ and ‘them’ become justification for the most inhumane atrocities imaginable.”
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Then Francis the scholar spoke: “No, I cannot allow you again to cast faith as a source of evil. Surely those who justify such acts are hijacking the teachings of their religion, for all religions teach peace over violence. Perhaps poverty or politics drive the desperate or uneducated to seek solace in extremes of hatred, but in truth compassion is the common thread which connects all religions and so all humanity, so long as they believe in something.”

Then Job replied: “The religious tolerance you speak of is certainly better than the alternatives, yet it is still religion that is driving so much violence.

“I have already pointed out how your scripture contains admonishments to cruelty and hate, and you have no reply as to what makes a violent interpretation of your bible less legitimate than your peaceful interpretation.

“Religions inspire others to kill because they believe an imaginary being wants certain other people dead. More than that though, religions encourage in-grouping, and with it the necessary casting out of all those deemed ‘other.’

“When these groups of believes from different religions come into conflict, whether it be over land or resources or politics, their religious difference raise the stakes, because religious belief is about more than mere terrestrial conflicts, for which we might negotiate a compromise. Religious belief demands no compromise whatsoever. Religious believers are all convinced of the perfection of their faith’s teachings, just as they are convinced that all those who deviate must be cast out, cruelly punished, or killed.

“Compassion is not the common thread of all religions. In some it is utterly lacking, and can never be introduced, for religious thought allows no revision, no compromise.

“Believing is not the necessary condition for peace, as you imply. Is it the first step toward the justification for war.”
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Then all fell silent, for all knew they would not convince the others. And they sat there in silence, among the ashes, and the wind blew.

Then along came another man, known as Sam the atheist, who was a friend of Job. He came to Job and he said, “Job, I have heard of your terrible plight. To have so many calamities visited upon one at once is unthinkable. I regret I can do nothing for your slain family, but if you require a place to stay you may come with me, for my house is spacious and inviting of all. I can give you some money as well, if this you require, to help rebuild. I know a doctor, too, who you might see about the rash that you have acquired.”

Then Job stood, and he embraced Sam the atheist and he said, “thank you. I would avail myself of your generosity and your hospitality, for I am stricken and in a miserable state.”
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Job’s Final Words:

Then Job turned to James the myopic scholar, and Pat the clobbering salesman, and Francis the muddled diplomat, and he spoke to them.

“Here, now, you see, the true failure of your belief. You came to me in my hour of greatest need, and what did you offer me? Words like the wind, passing on, gone and of no good. You offer me your thoughts and prayers. You do these things and imagine them a kindness, yet it seems they are meant to make you feel good about yourselves. Only Sam has come and seen me as I am and offered me succor appropriate to me need.

“Your belief has centered your world on the compassion of an imaginary being and so divorced you from your own compassion. It took one not blinded by faith as you are to truly see the suffering in this world and move to do something about it.”

The words of Job are ended.

 

 


After she had given me her previous entry, just prior to a food run, I had not noticed Kris writing at all. I had kept thinking back to our conversation when we first arrived in the commerce zone, her implication that she may decide not to write anymore, that getting stuff done was more important. I resigned myself to not receiving any more missives, and on our previous shopping spree trip I had bought a clear plastic envelope sleeve to put her collection in to. I did not know what I planned to do with it, but putting it in a container like that felt like I was marking it for preservation.

It still rode in my pocket. I could not bring myself even to squirrel it away in my duffel back. I was not sure why I did that either.

Regardless I felt an electric surge, like the night we attended-slash-crashed a fancy wedding, when Kris leaned forward in her seat and tapped me on the elbow with a thick wad of papers, like she was passing a note in class. Which was another thing I had only ever seen done in movies, which kind of made it that much more exciting.

We were the only two in the truck at that moment, but still she did not say anything. As soon as I took the papers Kris slipped out, leaving me alone. I felt the rush of cold air hit me as she opened her door, and decided to stay inside and read.

It turned out Kris had been writing a lot over the month we spent in the Louisville commerce zone. The paper stack she passed me was thick, more so because of the way it was folded into a tight wad. I undid this carefully to find she had switched from the spiral notebook she had before back to a much smaller spiral notebook, the size of index cards, the spiral along the top, shorter edge. I wondered where she had been secreting herself away to write without me noticing.

Reading her Book of Job I also wondered if she had become more secretive because she was more self-conscious. Her latest entry did not pull punches, which seemed contrary to Kris’ diplomatic mien. After I finished I continued to stare at the little slips of paper, thinking about the Kris I knew, the quiet girl with only a bright stare to betray the passionate intensity underneath.

She had written more, and I wanted to continue, but I felt a little self-conscious myself, both at being the only one huddled in the truck for warmth and because Kris knew I was in here reading. I knew she felt awkward seeing me read her work, and I knew she would feel awkward just knowing I was nearby reading. I folded back her latest work, put it in my other pant-leg pocket, and slipped out of the truck.

Outside it was a brisk cold on a clear day, which after the initial slap felt good, clearing away the stuffiness from the truck. I walked back toward the right rear tire.

Logan and Ian had the thing up on a jack, with the tire removed, revealing the electric motor that drove it. There was nothing obviously wrong with it, nothing visible to me anyway, that would have caused it to make such horrible grinding sounds before locking up. It was obvious from the way they left it that the others had not found anything either.

Reading and thinking about Kris and her writing had nicely distracted me from our huge, pressing problem. I absently kicked at the tire, laying nearby on the roadside. I sighed.

From a pocket in my coat I fished out the sunglasses Logan had made me buy back in the commerce zone. Putting these on I did a slow circle, taking in our surroundings. 

We were broken down on a desolate stretch of a two-lane highway carved along a low sloping hill. We were parked on the uphill side, the land in front of me descending down to an open, snow-covered plain. On our side the hill became steeper, the snow patchier. There was a fence running along the highway in an advanced state of disrepair, such that it was more a series of occasional posts and pits of wire hidden among the nearby grass.

Beyond the fence the hillside was spotted with trees. Crazy Ian was sitting on a fallen log, hunched over, chin resting on his hands, in deep thought or deep boredom. Further through the trees I spotted Logan, silhouetted against the sky at the hill’s crest. He had gone up there to try to get a signal on his mobile. I could see he had it pressed against his ear, which I hoped to be a good sign.

My thoughts were interrupted then by the sound of an approaching vehicle. Crazy Ian stood from his log, and Kris rose from where she was half sitting on our truck’s rear bumper. I stepped up to stand next to her.

From around the bend a pickup truck came into view. It was the kind that had been significantly lifted on its suspension, but without the corresponding larger tires, giving it the awkwardness of a giraffe. Mounted to the front corners of its cargo bed were a pair of giant flags, unfurling in splendor as it drove. One of the flags was the Confederate stars-and-bars, the other was the ‘Don’t Tread on Me’ Gadsden flag done in red, white and blue.

Kris stepped forward now, a little away from the shoulder and into the lane of traffic. She held up her arms and started to wave, trying to flag down the vehicle.

As the vehicle approached though it did not slow down. In fact, it looked to me like it was speeding up. Kris responded by moving a little further out and waving her hands a little more frenetically. In turn the truck replied with a honk, the driver slamming down on his horn to create a loud, continuous blare.

It looked almost like a game of chicken, one Kris had no hope of winning. I was about to step forward, to grab her and pull her out of the way, but as the pickup accelerated even further and its horn did not let up Kris stepped out of the way. The truck blared past. Someone on the passenger side had rolled down the window and stuck out an arm to give us the middle finger. I did not get any more of a look at them as they sped away, rounding another bend out of sight.

“Fuck,” Crazy Ian said. He surprised me, since I had not noticed him come forward to join us standing behind our armored truck. “That’s the third person that’s blown past you like that.”

“I didn’t really wave at the motorcycles,” Kris said.

“This one didn’t just blow past, they honked and flipped you off this time,” Ian said.

Rather than respond Kris turned back toward the road. Right away I too caught the sound of another vehicle approaching.

The pickup that rounded the bend this time was blue instead of grey, and its tires were more correctly sized for its lift, but it otherwise seemed identical. Its flags were one that showed a red cross with a blood drop at its center on a white field, and one that was the American flag in black and grey with a single blue stripe.

Again Kris stepped out to wave. Again the pickup accelerated and honked. When it did I noticed this one also had some rather large looking horns mounted on its roof. The honk came out almost like a fog horn, a low bellow of a sound slamming into us.

All three of us staggered away under this assault, moving toward the shoulder with our hands clasped over our ears. The horn stopped as the pickup past us, but this time the passenger had the window rolled down so they could lean out with a gun in hand.

I saw this but was too shocked to react. The passenger fired three quick shots into the air right as the pickup passed. Then it gave another, quick blast from its horn and disappeared from sight.

“What the fuck?” said Ian.

Behind us I heard a noise from among the trees. I spun to see Logan tearing down the hillside at a full run, his rifle braced against his shoulder ready to fire. He angled himself toward a tree, not bothering to slow down, instead coming to a stop as he slammed into it, bracing himself behind it for cover.

All of us stood there, dumbly staring. Then I started waving my own arms and moved toward Logan.

“Logan. Logan, it’s okay.”

“I heard gunshots!” He shouted without peeking his head out.

“It was a passing truck. They just fired into the air.”

Logan paused, then poked his head and rifle out from behind the tree, his eyes lined up with the sight, doing a slow sweep along the road. He spun the other way, scanning the road in front of us as well.

Kris and Ian moved off the road to come join me, standing near one of the decayed fence posts at the edge of the tall, dead grass.

“Why?” Logan at last asked.

I started to reply but then stammered. I turned to look behind me, at our disabled truck and the blank expressions of Kris and Ian. “I don’t know,” I called to Logan with a big shrug. “Maybe warning shots.”

Again he peeked out, scanning with his rifle. At last Logan lowered his weapon and crept out from behind the tree, his head and gaze still swiveling about like a frightened rabbit. He came up to us and at last let his stare settle on me. “Warning shots?”

“I don’t know. They drove past, Kris tried to wave them down, they responded by honking and speeding up, and then someone fired off a few shots into the air from a revolver right as they passed us.”

Logan grimaced and shook his head as he turned to look down the road. “We need to get out of here.”

“Any luck up there?” Ian asked.

He shook his head again. “There’s no signal anywhere around here.”

“Even if there was would the others have their own mobiles on?” I asked.

“Eventually they’ll turn some on when they realize we’re overdue. But we can’t wait that long. We need to be gone from here before nightfall.”

“Is it really that dangerous?” Kris asked.

Logan fixed her with a narrow stare. “How many people have you tried to flag down? I guarantee at least one of them is part of some bandit gang. They know we’re stranded here now, they’ll wait until nightfall to come back and attack.”

Kris sighed, blowing out her breath in a long, slow stream that was visible in the chill air.

“Apparently Indiana doesn’t have a highway patrol anymore,” I said to her with a shrug. “This is pretty lawless country.”

“But what else can we do?”

I shook my head and looked away.

“We need a better plan,” Logan turned and looked around as if there might be a better plan lurking on the horizon somewhere.

“Could we just drive on it as is?” Ian asked.

Logan shook his head even as he stared at the exposed motor. “It’s locked up. It’ll drag and destroy the tire.”

“So what if we just drive on that?”

“It’ll shred the tire. It’ll be like an anchor, slow us down, kill our efficiency. Either that or backdrive the motor and fry that.”

“I know, but if the alternative is getting robbed and killed,” Ian held out his arms in a shrug. “If we can get to a town, to relative safety, we can contact the others and regroup and figure things out from there. We were gonna lay low for another month before making the push west anyway, right? It’ll give us time to fix anything we break.”

“A fucked up electric car motor may not be something we can get fixed in a small town.”

“We can do it ourselves. Brandon and Noah and Lucas all seem to be experts. If we need parts we’ve got other vehicles, we can make runs to other towns or wherever to find what we need.”

“He makes a good argument,” I said to Logan.

“The point is we do what we must to get to safety,” Ian said. “Right? Otherwise, if you’re right, we die out here. If we can get to town and meet up with the others than we can worry about what condition the truck is in.”

Logan was still staring at the motor, grinding his jaw.

“Or how about this,” Ian said. “Can we disconnect this motor? Let the tire just free spin? We’ll lose horsepower but we would still be mobile, right?”

“Do you know how to do that?” Logan asked.

Ian grimaced, looking at the motor as well and shaking his head.

“Even if it’s something that can be done I wouldn’t know how, and we may not have the tools for it.”

“It’s worth a try right? If we have no other options.”

Before any of us could come to some conclusion we again heard a noise from up the road. Right away Kris stepped forward onto the shoulder. Ian did as well, and I started to follow until Logan grabbed my arm. He dragged me back a few steps as he moved to crouch behind the log Ian had been sitting on earlier. I saw what he was doing and realized the wisdom of this, diving behind the log myself and taking my rifle off my shoulder.

Another pickup truck appeared from around the bend. It was a large, heavy duty pickup, like the last two had been, but lacking any kind of extra suspension lift. Instead of giant flags mounted on its cargo bed it had a single, towering radio antenna, with some package of electronics clustered around its base and snaking through the back cabin window.

I cringed as I saw Kris step forward, waving her arms again. This truck, though, did not accelerate. In fact it slowed down. I sat up a little, still weary, while Logan crouched down even more, his rifle at the ready, braced against the log.

This new pickup slowed to idle and at last rolled to a stop in the driving lane, just short of our armored truck. The passenger side window was rolled down, and the driver leaned across to speak with us.

“Hey there,” he said. Against the bright sky I did not have a good look into the darkened truck cabin, but the man in there appeared to be heavy set, with a thick beard. “You folks need some help?”

“We definitely do,” Kris said. “One of our drive motors is out.” She gestured to our truck.

The driver paused, angling himself in his seat to look at the truck, and perhaps also beyond, to where Logan and I were crouched in the grass.

Kris caught this as well, spinning abruptly toward us with her intense glare. Right away I started to stand up slowly, holding my arms out and gripping my rifle in one hand. Standing gave me a slightly better view, enough to see that the driver was looking right at me.

“Greg,” Logan hissed out my name through clenched teeth.

I ignored him, calling out to the driver instead. “For real. This isn’t some ambush or anything. We’re actually broken down.”

The driver continued to stare, his expression unreadable from where I stood. I slung my rifle over my shoulder and stepped out from behind the log, keeping my arms held out clear to my sides.

“Greg,” Logan exhaled my name again.

“Logan, get out here,” Kris said to him.

I could feel Logan’s annoyance even without looking back at him. Nevertheless he stood up as well, keeping his rifle in his hands but lowering it as he stepped forward.

“I’m sorry,” Kris turned back to the driver. “We’re a little rattled after the last truck that drove by took some shots at us.”

Having come forward to stand next to Kris, I could see the driver nodding to himself. “Can’t be too careful nowadays,” he said.

“I’m sorry,” Kris said again. “Really, if you could maybe give one of us a ride . . .”

“I might be able to do you one better,” the driver said, interrupting with a held up finger for us to wait.

He rolled up the window and reached back to grab something behind the passenger headrest. I realized it was a radio handset, which he was now talking in to.

“Is he calling for backup?” Logan asked in a low voice.

Kris just turned to stare at him.

“I suppose he probably is,” I said, “one way or another.”

Logan kept his gaze locked on the driver, his rifle twitching in his hands.

“Logan,” Kris said. Her voice was firm enough that it got him to break his stare, turning instead to meet her own intense gaze. She touched his arm lightly without breaking eye contact or saying anything more.

“Can we really trust this guy?” Logan whispered to her.

“Do we have a choice?”

“I trust him,” Crazy Ian said aloud.

We all looked at him. “Why?” Logan asked.

“Did you see the symbol on the back of his truck?”

Ian smirked, his arms folded, as he gave a slight nod toward the truck. The rest of us took a few steps over to get an angle on the back of the truck cabin.

On it was a decal of some kind, a symbol I did not recognize. It looked like a cross, but with two horizontal bars instead of one. The base of the cross sat on the center of an infinity symbol.

“What is that?” Logan asked, still keeping his voice low.

“It’s the brimstone cross,” Ian grinned wider.

“The fuck is that?”

“It’s the symbol for sulfur. It’s the cross of the church of Satan.”

All of us now stared at Ian’s knowing smirk. “He’s a Satanist?” Logan asked.

“Apparently.”

“You wanna trust a Satanist?”

“You know a lot of Satanists in the Nationalist party?”

Logan’s eyes and voice grew darker. “The enemy of my enemy is not my friend. Just because he’s not a Nationalist doesn’t mean he’s on our side.”

“True, but he’s not aligned with any of these other groups out here, right? The trucks with the Confederate flags and blood-drop crosses.”

“That doesn’t mean anything either. This guy could be part of some other bandit gang.”

“A gang of Satanists?” Ian smirked. “Do those exist anywhere outside Nationalist propaganda movies?”

Logan stared as if he wanted to slap the crazy out of Ian. Instead he turned to Kris.

“How big a gang could it actually be?” she asked. “How many Satanists are there in rural Indiana?”

Logan ground his jaw, working this idea. He turned to me.

“Like Kris said, what choice do we have?”

As we all turned to look at the Satanist symbol the truck window rolled down again. “Hey folks,” the driver called.

Kris moved to stand near the door, standing on tip-toes to look inside. I stood behind her, resisting an urge to pick her up and hold her up to the window.

“Hey folks, good news and bad news. My partner has the tow truck working, we’re gonna get that out here, can get y’all back to our shop. Bad news is we probably don’t have parts for your truck.” He gestured lazily toward the armored truck.

“Thank you so much,” Kris said. “We really appreciate this.”

“Oh no problem, ma’am.”

“Is there a place in town we can get it fixed?” Logan asked.

“Maybe.” He looked like he was about to say more, then stopped. “Well, one thing at a time, right. Which motor is out?”

“The right rear.”

“Oh yeah, I see. Go ahead and get that tire there back on so we can tow ya. This rig has a neutral, right?”

“Are there cars that don’t?” I asked.

“There’s some messed up patch jobs out there nowadays. I take it yours can though. Get that tire back on and we can tow ya. I’m gonna pull around in front.”

He did just that, all of us stepping out of the road and watching as he parked in front of our armored truck. Logan again gave us all a critical look.

I shrugged. “Let’s get the tire back on,” I said.

*     *     *

It took over an hour, during which the sun passed overhead and into a bank of looming clouds, but eventually it was an actual tow truck that arrived. Without saying as much Logan had been prepared for some post-apocalyptic motorcycle gang to come instead. He sat on the log off to the side of the road, gun nearby, ready to dive behind it for cover, and insisted that I wait there with him.

Crazy Ian was huddled inside our armored truck for warmth. Logan had told him to run the engine occasionally for heat, then whispered to him to be ready to move. Their plan, should it come to it, was for Ian to implement his idea, fleeing on a locked motor as best he could, while Logan and I sought to cover his escape.

Kris had listened to all this and rolled her eyes. Logan did not insist she do anything in particular, and she ended up doing just what I expected. She went over and spoke with the other driver. At first she stood outside his passenger window, then eventually climbed in. Logan watched this with his usual glooming look, and I watched him, as if he might snap. He remained still though, on a slow boil even as I shivered and the day grew cold.

The tow truck that arrived looked beat up, its underside rusty, its paint job weather blasted, but at the same time it remained substantial. I had worried they would have some light tow truck that would never be able to haul our heavy armored vehicle, but that at least had ceased to be a concern.

As our rescuers set about getting everything set, I stood up to go help. I kept my rifle slung over one shoulder as a concession to Logan, who said nothing, just watching from a distance.

As we got the tow truck backed into position in front of our vehicle, I noticed that the back window of its cabin was decorated with the same Satanic cross symbol as the initial pickup. Likewise, when the driver got out to get things hitched up I saw he was a bigger version of the first driver, heavy set and with a substantial beard.

At first he ignored me, focused intently on the front of our armored truck. Then he turned and removed one of the big work gloves he wore. “Aaron,” he said as I shook his hand.

“Greg.”

“You the owner here?”

“No, I’m part of the security detail.”

“Oh, yeah,” he smirked and nodded, noticing now the rifle slung over my shoulder. Then he turned to also shake hands with Kris, who had snuck up behind me.

“Greg,” she said with a coy grin, “I’d like you to also meet our other rescuer, Sam.”

I shook hands with him as well, then stepped away to let them work. Logan came up to stand next to me, continuing to watch with a blank expression.

“We don’t have a lot of room,” Sam said. “A couple of you will have to ride in your rig.”

“I will,” Logan moved right away to join Crazy Ian.

They got the armored truck all hitched up. I rode with Aaron in the tow truck itself as we got underway.

“So where you folks headed?” he asked.

“Chicago.” I said, which was likely true, though I don’t think any of us had decided for certain.

He just nodded, almost as if he were bobbing his head along to an unheard beat. I took the chance to look over and examine him. He wore a dirty blue jumpsuit that appeared to have once had a name patch sewn onto it, now ripped off, and a knitted wool cap. Nothing about him suggested a bandit, though I guess that would be the point.

Then again, I looked down at myself, wearing an obvious flak jacket beneath my leather duster. By appearances, if either of us was a bandit, it would be me.

“So what’cha hauling?”

“I, uh, I don’t think I’m suppose to say.”

He nodded again in the same rhythmic way. “Oh yeah, sure. They make you sign some agreement, right?”

I thought of all the paperwork the GSA had made me sign before getting a job at Spiderhead. “Definitely.”

“They do that to us too. Probably doesn’t mean shit anymore.”

I was not sure what he meant by this and did not respond. We rode on in silence for about twenty minutes.

At the end of this highway we reached a town that sat along a stretch of interstate. We drove a little ways in before turning onto a side street, then immediately into a fenced lot. An automatic chainlink gate rolled open to let us enter.

Inside I immediately recognized this place as a former gas station and mechanic shop that had been converted into an auto-truck depot. Autonomous trucks, transporting things along the interstate, could stop here for refueling or repairs. In fact a row of such trucks, stubby blocks without even a cab for people, sat with their trailers lined up on the near side of the lot. A few others, without trailers hooked up and in various states of repair, sat in the open repair bays of the shop or else were scattered around at random.

At the far end of the lot sat a two story house that seemed completely out of place. It looked like an English country manor had dropped in from the nineteenth century. It had a steeply slanted roof that formed a series of gables above tall, narrow windows. Hedges surrounded its foundation and vines climbed up corners and over ornate rain gutters. The roof had a prominent weathervane directly above the front door, which was flanked on either side by columns and what looked like statues of Greek gods etched into the siding.

Our vehicles pulled forward to stop in front of the repair bays, where we all disembarked.

“So,” Aaron drew out the word as he and Sam both came to stand next to our truck. With it elevated they were able to take a look at the electric motors that drove each tire. “Yeah,” Aaron pointed, “that’s what I thought. We’re not gonna have parts here for your particular vehicle model.”

“I think you’re right,” Sam said, “but I’m gonna double check.”

Aaron stared at him in confusion. “We don’t. I checked.”

“I know, you checked. I’m gonna check too.”

“I, why,” Aaron started, then trailed off. Slowly he turned back to us. “Depending on what’s wrong we can try ordering parts. Could take a while. You folks have any place around here you can stay?”

I shook my head, as did Ian, while Logan maintained his expressionless stare.

“Oh, so, I was talking with Kris,” Sam said, “I offered to let them stay with us. At least for tonight.”

“To,” again Aaron seemed caught off guard, looked for a second like he was about to sneeze, then shook his head to clear it. “Stay with us?”

“They’re good folks. It’s the least we could do?”

“The least? We could do nothing, that’s the least. We’ve done more already.”

“Let’s not fight about this.”

“That’s,” Aaron stammered as he tried to find the words. I could relate.

“It’ll be cramped, but we can make it work, for one night. After that they’ve got some friends who can get out here and give ‘em a ride.”

I noticed Logan move his gaze over to Kris, obviously wondering how much she had revealed while talking with this man.

“What will the girl’s say?” Aaron asked.

“You know they’ll agree with me,” Sam said.

“They,” Aaron stumbled his words to a stop again. “Okay.”

“Okay?”

He paused, staring. “Okay.”

“Okay. I’m gonna go check the shed.”

Sam moved off toward a large aluminum-siding shed next to the shop. Aaron turned back to examine the four of us, standing in a line, having witnessed this exchange. “So I guess you’re staying with us.”

“It’s hard to believe,” Kris said, “that you don’t have the right parts in a place like this.” She gestured around at the shop and the shed. The shop had open bays and Sam now had the shed doors wide open, in each case revealing vast, well ordered shelves piled with car parts.

“Electric armored trucks like this are rare,” Aaron said. “High-end, specialized parts, don’t match with other manufacturers.”

“Oh,” she cast a worried look over at the armored truck.

“Are you the owner?” Aaron gestured to our vehicle.

“No, I’m just, I’m the manager, I guess you would say. Bonded courier.”

He nodded to this, his characteristic head bop. I knew without looking at him that Logan was pleased Kris had remembered our cover story, to be used if we got pulled over or something.

“Can I ask you a personal question?” Crazy Ian said. I felt a cold wave go over me as he did, worried where this might be going. Aaron just raised his eyebrows in reply. Ian barreled forward. “How do Satanists survive out here?”

At first this got no reply, not even a blink, from Aaron. “What makes you think we’re Satanists?”

“Your trucks have the cross of Satan on them,” Ian nodded to the tow truck.

Aaron looked, staring at the symbol himself, or perhaps off into the distance, before turning back to us. “The leviathan cross isn’t necessarily Satanic.”

“Is that a nuance people in this town appreciate?”

Aaron did not reply, instead turning to watch as Sam emerged from the shed and move back over to join us.

“So you were right,” he said. “We’re don’t have the parts.”

“These guys want to know,” Aaron said, with a nod toward us, “how Satanists survive out here?”

I did not at all like where this conversation was going, and found myself cursing Ian and wondering what had come over him. Looking to the others I saw Kris and Logan both maintaining carefully neutral expressions, and I endeavored to do the same.

“Is that a problem?” Sam asked.

“Not at all,” Ian smiled. “Personally I think it’s the opposite of a problem. I was just curious.”

“Well,” Sam glanced quickly at Aaron. “The answer to your question is: beards.”

“Beards?”

“Beards.” He glanced to Aaron again, then nodded to us. “Come on, let’s go meet the girls.”

Inside, the Victorian manor was not what I expected. The rooms were cramped, but also minimalist in decor. Whereas I had expected candles or ornate chandeliers there was instead a profusion of solar tubes, making the place feel light despite the overcast day outside. We made our way down a long hallway into an open kitchen and dining area set against the south wall. Wide windows looked out on a backyard that included a chicken coop; an extensive, snow-covered vegetable garden contained in raised planters; and a greenhouse. All around this room there were decorations with an occultic aesthetic: a tapestry with faerie creatures in a glowing wood, paintings featuring ankhs and Satanic crosses and pentagrams, sculptures of dragons and Buddhas, and crystals hanging everywhere.

In the kitchen there were a couple of women who appeared to be in the midst of making an elaborate meal. “Are these our guests,” one asked right away.

Sam moved it to start helping without comment, while Aaron led the rest of us around to sit on a row of stools at the free-standing kitchen counter. “These are the latest strays I rescued,” Sam said as he introduced each of us.

“In an armored truck, I hear,” the woman said.

“That’s right,” Aaron said. “They’re headed to Chicago.”

They placed strange emphasis on the words ‘armored truck’ and ‘Chicago’, and the ensuing pause left me wondering if I was missing something.

“I’m really sorry to impose on you like this,” Kris said.

“Oh, you’re fine,” the woman said, “you’re far from the first people headed to Chicago that we’ve rescued.”

“Really?” I asked.

She just flashed a smile as she returned to monitoring a giant pot of pasta on the stove.

“The first in a heavy armored truck though,” Aaron said. There was some nods all among them in ascent to this.

“Anyway,” Sam said, gesturing to the woman we had been speaking with. “Everyone, this is my . . . wife, Brie.”

The loaded pause before the word ‘wife’ again left me disconcerted.

“And my . . . wife,” Aaron said with the same pause. “Marianne.”

Brie, the talker, was a petite woman with long brown hair who never seemed to stop smiling. She took the time to shake each of our hands after she was introduced. Marianne was much taller, with thick glasses and a sleeve of tattoos down her right arm that matched much of the room’s decor. She interrupted her dicing of vegetables to just give a little smile and wave when Aaron introduced her.

“So you’ve helped people before,” Logan said flatly, not quite a question.

“All the time,” Brie said. “More often when the weather’s better, but we’re always prepared. Since we’re here running the auto-truck depot anyway it’s a natural fit.”

“We’re always prepared for it,” Marianne flashed another brief smile.

I felt like there was a lot of unspoken communication going on that I was totally missing out on. My eyes darted among everybody present, trying to get some kind of clue about what was really being said.

Ian must have felt the same way, except he also was more blunt than myself. “Wait a second,” he said to Sam. “Your wife?”

“What?”

“Your wife?” Ian pointed to Brie. Then he turned to Aaron and pointed at Marianne. “Your wife?”

All of them slowed and then stopped what they were doing, staring at Ian. None of them said anything, until at last Ian said, “no.”

“No?” Brie asked in a way that could have been coy or earnest, I could not tell.

“No. Somebody needs to tell me what’s really going on here.”

“Ian,” Kris said his name and touched his shoulder with soft restraint.

On the other side of the counter Brie leaned forward toward Ian. “Show me yours I’ll show you mine.”

He cocked his head to this without answering.

“Nothing’s going on,” Logan said to Ian. “Be thankful for the two nice couples that have helped us out and drop it.”

“No, Ian is right,” Kris said. “Enough code talk. Yes,” she turned to Brie, “we are working for the Resistance.”

“Kris!” Logan shifted halfway out of his high-seat, not quite jumping to his feat.

“They know,” Kris said. “They’ve ‘helped’ people before. Right?” She turned back to Brie. “We’re heading to Chicago, and then beyond, with very important cargo.”

Brie matched Kris’ gaze for the briefest moment before looking away. “That’s right, we have helped people like you before, moving stuff out west. And yes, we are a set of couples, just not in the arrangement most people assume.”

“Yeah, see, I knew it,” Ian said.

“We actually are married like we said,” Brie gestured between herself and Sam. “Legally. After the state nullified our original marriages we set ourselves up this way, just in case we ever needed to take care of each other or something.”

“So it’s not a lie,” Sam shrugged. “Like I said,” he gestured to the two women, “our beards.”

“Right, you said that earlier,” Ian nodded, “which is why I got so thrown off when you called these two your wives.”

“You knew what that term meant?” Marianne asked.

“Beards? Yeah, of course.”

“Most people don’t,” Sam said. “It’s gone out of fashion.”

“I realized that too,” Kris said. “Do people around town really not know?”

“Maybe some of them,” Brie said. “Power of denial. We’re the only auto-shop left in town, so either fix ‘em yourselves or come to us.”

“I think most are oblivious,” Sam said. “They’ve never knowingly met a gay person and they don’t even see movies or shows with them anymore, so all they know are right-wing caricatures. They can’t even conceive a gay guy might have a full beard.”

“Or that a lesbian might not be butch and muscley.” Brie stood up straight and flexed, revealing arms that matched the rest of her petite frame.

“Do people not realize you’re Satanists either?” Ian asked.

“We’re not, actually,” Sam said. “We’re pagans.”

“Neo-pagans,” Brie said.

“Wiccans,” Marianne said.

There was a pause amongst them. “There’s some disagreement on the right term,” Sam said. “We’re different.”

“What about the Satanic cross on your trucks?” Ian asked.

“I tell everyone that’s the cross of St. Peter,” Aaron said.

“They believe you?”

He just shrugged. “They don’t question it further.”

As if prompted all of us stopped with any further questions. Whatever meal they were preparing smelled good and had my stomach gurgling audibly. The others heard this, looked at me, and then chuckled.

“Well whoever, whatever you all are,” Kris said, “we really appreciate your help.”

“Oh, of course,” Brie said. “That’s why we’re here. We try to help as many people as we can heading west.”

“You’d be surprised,” Sam said, “how many people hitch rides in the back of auto-trucks.”

“Sure,” Crazy Ian said. “I’d say we do that ourselves if we didn’t have so much cargo we need to transport as well.”

“Speaking of that, Kris, were you able to get in contact with your other friends.”

She turned to Logan, who shook his head. “Tried calling as soon as we got here. No answer. Probably still have their mobiles off.”

“We at least have signal here though.”

“Yeah. I’ll try again,” he stood up, pulling out his mobile and moving away down the hall toward the front as he made the call.

“You’ve got friends around here?” Brie asked of Kris.

“These were others who are traveling with us. We got separated. We were trying to get to a rendevous point when we broke down.”

“So, were they going to come here as well,” she frowned a little as she turned to her wife. “We’re going to run out of space pretty quickly.”

“Oh, no, I don’t think so,” Kris said. “We just wanted to let them know where we are.”

“They have someplace else they can stay? Because we can take more, it’ll just be pretty cramped.”

“Oh no, we’re good. We had another place lined up.” Kris paused, leaning over some to get a look down the hall. Logan had wandered further in that direction, disappearing into the shadows of the front room. “Logan’s talking to someone, he must have gotten through.”

“Oh good,” Sam said, clapping his hands and scanning around at the feast they were preparing. I had been paying attention to the conversation and not noticed just how much food seemed to be involved here. “Can I get anyone anything to drink? Should we open a bottle of wine?”

“Hell yes you should,” Crazy Ian said.

Marianne smiled even as she produced a bottle she already had on hand.

“Is, um,” I said, my unformed thoughts sending me into a stammer. “I, uh,” I paused for a breath. “Sorry. Did we, uh, did we arrive on a special occasion?”

The three behind the counter all exchanged questioning glances. “Nothing in particular,” Sam said with a shrug, then held out his hands to us. “Guests.”

“Are you doing all this on our behalf?” Kris asked.

“We’re not going to invite people into our home and not show them hospitality.”

“Oh, wow. That’s,” Kris shook her head. “You shouldn’t have.”

“Pff,” Sam gave this a dismissive wave. “You’re obviously having a bad day. It’s the least we could do.”

“The least we could do is literally nothing,” Aaron said.

Sam’s arms flopped to his side as he gave his husband a perturbed look. “Babe.”

“Literally. The least anybody could do, in any situation, is nothing.”

Brie and Marianne were holding in chuckles at what I concluded must be a common argument.

“As soon as I called it in on the radio,” Sam said. “I told them to put something on since we’d be having guests.”

“You weren’t worried we might be bandits?” Crazy Ian asked.

“I was, before I talked to Kris. Though honestly, I’ve heard of some bandits who pretend to be broken down and act helpless, and some who pretend to be broken down but are super obvious and creepy when someone stops, but I’ve never heard of a group in which half act innocent and half act creepy.”

“Yeah,” Kris glanced again down the hall toward Logan. “Sorry about him. It is kind of his job.”

“Oh, no judgement. We have our own resident paranoid person,” Sam flashed a smile over at Aaron. “They’re a good safety measure. But I’m not gonna live in fear all the time either.”

Marianne began pouring the wine she had opened, distributing wide glasses to Aaron and Ian. “Greg, did you want any?” she asked.

I glanced at Kris. Then toward the hall and Logan. “Yes,” I said. “Very much so.”

As I took an initial drink Logan emerged back into the room, retaking his seat next to Kris. “Everything okay?” she asked.

“Yeah, everyone else made it,” he spoke to her in a low voice, even though our hosts could readily hear. “Lucas is coming down here with the Beast right now, just in case we need to abandon the armored truck, we can transfer to that. Everyone else is headed on to Austin’s spot.”

“So we are getting more people?” Brie asked.

“Yes,” Logan said. He hesitated before adding, “they’re in an RV, they won’t take up any space here.”

“Will they be hungry?” Sam asked, gesturing to the big vat of pasta on the stove.

“I don’t know,” Logan said. “They’re at least an hour out.”

“Oh, well, we shouldn’t wait then. We’ll make sure to save some for them.”

“Some of us can sleep in the RV as well,” Kris said. “If we’re taking up too much space.”

“Oh, it’s not a problem,” Brie said. “We’ll figure out something.”

“They’ve got our camping gear with them too,” Logan said. “I just need some spot on the floor somewhere to roll out a sleeping bag.”

“Logan,” Sam said sternly. “We’re not making our guests sleep on the floor.”

“Honestly,” I said. “I’ve been sleeping in the front seat of that RV for the past month. A nice sleeping bag on a carpeted floor sounds pretty good right now.”

*     *     *

Dinner at the Satanists’ place, as I came to think of it, was the best I had eaten at least since the evening at Ethan’s at the start of this journey, and this time we were not interrupted by Logan bursting in shouting about a raid. In fact Logan remained quiet the entire time, looking broody, while I listened to Sam and Brie and Kris exchange stories, about our time at Fountain Garden and the Louisville commerce zone, about their history running various small businesses that culminated in ownership of this autonomous truck depot.

The sun was starting to set, and we were all sitting around digesting, when the Beast arrived. In this quiet house we could hear its diesel engine rumbling even before Lucas called Logan’s mobile to say he was at the gate.

Some rearrangement of rides had occurred at the rendevous, such that Lucas was accompanied by Alana and Veronica. We got them parked right out front, then most of us sat around again while the newcomers ate and Aaron and Kris started cleaning up the kitchen.

I found myself sitting at the kitchen counter but facing away, not paying attention to the conversation but instead staring out the big windows. The setting sun was peaking underneath the cloud layer, sending red rays streaking across the backyard, highlighting the greenhouse and a large gazebo beyond that I had failed to notice before. The scene again reminded me of that evening at Ethan’s, and my thoughts returned to whatever weird force, within or beyond me, that had propelled me on this journey.

“So I have to ask,” Veronica said, sitting across from Marianne and Brie. “Not to get too personal, but, are you all actually Satanists?”

Both of them grinned widely and wildly. “We’re not holding any blood orgies,” Marianne said, “if that’s what you mean.”

“Well that’s a good thing, I guess.”

“You guess?” Brie asked.

“I assume a blood orgy would be bad, but I don’t honestly know what it involves, so I don’t want to prejudge.”

Our hosts were containing their laughter at this. Veronica pressed forward. “So, what does being a Satanist actually mean?”

“We’re not really Satanists,” Brie said.

“We don’t mind being called that,” Marianne said, then must have felt the looks from her partner and quickly added, “I don’t mind myself.”

“Do you actually believe in the literal existence of Satan?” Veronica asked.

“No,” Brie said.

“Not in the way most people do,” Marianne answered at the same time.

“So what do you believe? Or am I asking too many questions?”

“No, no, you’re fine. To me, I think Satanism is actually about rejection.”

“Rejection?” Veronica had stopped eating altogether, absorbed now in this discussion.

“Satan rejected God, rejected his world, his creation, and everything. I think Satanism is about rejecting Christianity, rejecting all of its evils, but I also think,” Marianne paused, collecting her thoughts. “I think it’s about rejecting pernicious ideas. It’s about rejecting cults.”

“Cults?” Lucas said. By now everyone was focused on Marianne, intent on her slowly paced words and lilting voice.

“I think every religion is really a cult. They have ideas, religious ideas, that are, they’re designed, or, you know, they evolved,” she paused again in thought. “They have memes, in the classic sense. Ideas that spread and evolve, and the ones that spread the most are the ones that are the best at spreading themselves, and so there are a lot of bad ideas, bad memes, that spread really well and are good at defending themselves from other memes. That’s what religion is. It’s ideas that demand you believe them fully and reject anything contradictory on pain of social rejection and eternal damnation in the afterlife. So anybody who adopts these ideas, it’s like they’re in a mental trap. They can’t question any of it without questioning all of it, and there are built in ideas that there will be all these super bad consequences for questioning parts, so the whole thing just reinforces itself and none of it can ever be questioned.”

She paused and adjusted her glasses, focusing her stare back on Veronica. “Did that make sense?” Veronica just nodded in reply. “Yeah, so that’s what I think. It’s about rejecting the most insidious memes, which are any ideas that prevent you from considering other ideas.”

Brie reached over and placed her own hand on top of Marianne’s, who responded with a wane smile.

“Do you think something different?” Veronica asked.

“Hmm,” Brie bobbed her head. “Kind of. For me it’s all about freedom of choice. Our spirituality should be about choosing our own best paths and determining our own destinies, not about submitting to higher powers with their own plans that we can never understand.”

“Don’t let her fool you,” Aaron said from the kitchen. “She’s in it for the tarot readings.”

“You do tarot readings?” Veronica asked.

“Sometimes.”

“Like, professionally?”

“There’s no licensing for it.”

“But I mean,” Veronica tilted her head forward, “do you like, do it for other people, around town, or online or whatever?”

“Oh yeah, all the time.”

“And you charge for it?”

“Sometimes.”

“Do you think that’s a little exploitative?”

“I think it’s therapy, to be honest.”

“Isn’t it though,” Veronica waved a hand in search of the word. “Isn’t that encouraging people to adopt bad memes?”

“I definitely don’t try to get anybody locked into any belief system. Most of my clients are already trapped. If anything I try to help them take another path.”

“You say you only sometimes charge?” Lucas asked.

“It’s a pay-what-you-want model, unless somebody starts asking for readings all the time. Or house calls, I always charge for house calls.”

“Do you have a lot of those?”

“House calls? All the time. There are a lot of women in the area who are interested in this kind of thing.”

Marianne grimaced at this even as she now reached to place her free arm across her partner’s. Veronica picked up on this. “You don’t approve? Sorry if I’m opening up old wounds here or something.”

“No, that’s okay,” Marianne said. “I worry about the same thing you all just brought up.”

“About this being its own religion?”

“For a lot of them it already is. They’re part of something called the Radiant Fellowship.”

“Really?” Alana perked up at this.

“That’s what I keep hearing. They have some pretty interesting beliefs. I’m not sure it counts as regular Christianity, but apparently tarot readings are a big part of it.”

“I belong to the same thing,” Alana said. “Or I did belong, loosely, to a Radiant Fellowship in Louisville, but we never did anything with tarot.”

“Oh really?” Brie reacted with surprise. “It’s huge around here.”

“But they still call themselves the Radiant Fellowship?”

“Yes. It’s all about God having withdrawn from the world and humans having to fight off demons and evil spirits on our own to bring him back.”

“Interesting,” Alana shook her head.

Those around the table continued to talk, but my listening was interrupted by Aaron.

“Greg.” He leaned toward me across the kitchen counter and spoke in a low voice. I turned to see he was standing next to Logan, and that both of them had put on their coat. “Could we get your help. We’re gonna get your truck backed into one of the repair bays.”

“Sure.”

I got up and got my own coat and accompanied them outside. By now night had fallen, but some bright lights, coming from a pair of lampposts out front of the house and from an awning over the fuel pumps up front, kept the area well lit.

Logan and I acted as spotters while Aaron maneuvered his tow truck around, getting it lined up straight and then backing into one of the auto-shop repair bays. Once the armored truck was in Aaron got it up on a hydraulic lift and flipped on a whole bunch of lights.

Looking down the row of bays I was struck by the organization of this place. The back wall was lined with shelves containing boxes and plastic containers in various sizes, all of them labeled in a precise hand. There were a couple of autonomous trucks in bays further down in various states of repair. In front of them I could see workbenches lined with more plastic bins containing various parts. One of them had a drive motor out, hung from an engine lift, with smaller parts set on small rolling tables nearby.

As I took in this place I turned around to find Aaron was already at work, getting the rear tire removed from our armored truck. As soon as I turned to him he directed me to grab him a plastic bin for the lug nuts, waving his hand in a general direction.

Moving that way I quickly found a stack of plastic totes, right next to a large tool box. I looked inside, finding all the tools within were organized, labeled, and set into individually sized cutouts in a foam base.

By the time I returned to Aaron with the plastic bin he was already directing me to grab him something else.

The evening proceeded like that. It was cold out here, all of us still wearing our coats, but Aaron kept moving and I did my best to keep up. Logan remained just outside, leaning against the doorway such that he could watch both us and the yard beyond. He still had his rifle slung over his shoulder and a placid stare on his face.

Aaron got out a laptop computer and got under the hood of the armored truck, getting a diagnostic system hooked up. He consulted this for a little bit, then went back to the rear wheel well and began further dismantling things. He had me retrieve more plastic bins, then I watched as he further pulled things apart and sorted individual screws and washers and random mechanical do-dads into different bins. Of all things Aaron also had some kind of logbook that he opened up and began jotting things down in small, typewriter-like handwriting.

“There you guys are.” We were interrupted by Kris, stepping up next to Logan into the pool of light spilling out of the open repair bay. She was accompanied by most of the rest of the household, all bundled up against the cold.

“Babe,” Sam continued forward, circling around the elevated armored truck to where I stood with Aaron. “It’s freezing, what are you doing out here?”

“I wanted to get a start on this repair,” he said, only partly looking up from his logbook.

Sam tilted his head to an off-put angle. “Babe, come on. You don’t have to do that.”

“I know I don’t have to, I wanted to.”

“There’ll be plenty of time to work on it tomorrow.”

“I have to go with you to that house call tomorrow.”

“I can get one of our friends to go,” Sam gestured toward the little crowd standing at the repair bay entrance. “I can have a real life Army Ranger go with me. It can’t get much safer than that.”

“Are we,” Kris moved to join us standing around the torn down wheel of the armored truck. “Are we disrupting plans for you guys?”

“It’s fine,” Brie came in right behind her, hugging her arms around herself against the cold. “Aaron has trouble relaxing. If you weren’t here he’d be working on something else.”

“Exactly, and relaxing is what we should be doing right now,” Sam said. “Come inside, you can figure this out tomorrow.”

“Actually I already figured it out.”

“You did?” Logan perked up at this, moving into the repair bay as well for a closer look.

“Yeah. Good news and bad news.” Aaron held up a casing he had pulled apart, displaying the half-dismantled mechanism inside. “Your gear box had an oil leak. Overheated one of the gears and got it all warped.”

“Wait,” I said. “Was that the good news?”

Aaron gave me a confused look. “Oh, no, that’s just the problem. Good news is it’s an easy fix. Bad news is I don’t have the right parts.”

“So we’re gonna be waiting on parts, as usual,” Sam gestured down the line of repair bays toward the other projects left in some of them. “There’s nothing more to do tonight, let’s go inside, not have our guests hanging out in the cold.”

“I can have Marianne get on the radio tonight,” Brie said, “and check around, see if anybody has this part you need. Maybe you can run get it when you’re out with Sam tomorrow.”

“Maybe,” Aaron sounded skeptical. He stared at the gear casing he held, then moved to set it down in its own plastic bin. “If any of them have it at all it’ll just be a whole replacement gear box, and they’ll charge for it.”

“We can cover it,” Kris quickly said.

“Oh, don’t worry about it,” Brie made a shooing gesture toward her.

“Are you sure?”

“Of course, you’re our friends.”

“We really can pay, we’ve got . . .”

“Mmm, mmm,” Brie made some shushing gestured as she again waved away Kris’ offer.

“So we can save a lot of money if we can just get the basic parts I need,” Aaron said. “Which is something Pete would have.”

Sam and Brie both let out audible groans.

“Who’s Pete?” Logan asked.

“Pete the Prepper,” Sam said. “Our neighbor.”

“He owns the land just over there,” Brie waved south, toward the main house. “He’s got a bunker he lives in, and some sheds filled with scrap.”

“He’s been holed up over there since the war started,” Sam said. “Ready for the end of the world.”

“Oh,” Logan said, “so he’s like a doomsday prepper.”

“Yeah, exactly.”

“He’s willing to trade though,” Aaron said, “and he’s got plenty of parts.”

“I take it he’s not interested in normal currency though,” Logan said.

“Oh no, he’ll take whatever. He’ll run into town with it and spend it stockpiling stuff right away.”

“Except he won’t actually trade with us,” Sam said.

“He’s traded with us before.”

“Once. Once, you got him to accept an offer, after begging and haggling with him for a week.”

“I don’t even think he really accepted that offer,” Brie said. “As I remember it, we really just convinced him to let us look in one of his sheds, and you had found that thing you needed and were already holding it, and the rest of us had already set down those batteries we’d hauled over to trade. He started looking them over and mumbling some complaint about them, and I’m sure he was about to come up with yet another excuse and back out again, but Sam and I just kept talking over him while we all got out of there and never gave him a chance to object.”

“That is exactly how it went down,” Sam said.

Aaron just grimaced and looked down at the plastic bin he held with the mangled parts. “It’s worth a try though. It’d be a lot cheaper. I don’t want to rip off our guests.”

Sam rolled his eyes and sighed. “Okay, we’ll try asking him in the morning, but let’s get inside now where it’s warm.”

“Actually we should go ask him right now.”

“Now?” Brie asked. “You know how he is about people coming by after dark.”

“Yeah, except tomorrow is Sunday, and he’s even worse about being disturbed on Sunday.”

“Can we just wait until Monday?” Sam asked, then turned to Kris and Logan. “Are you folks in a hurry to move on? Would you mind staying another day?”

“I don’t think we’re in a hurry at all right now,” Kris said.

“Except we should find out right away if he has the part,” Aaron said, “so we know whether or not we should try to find one when we’re out tomorrow.”

“Why don’t we just assume he doesn’t,” Brie said, “and go get on the radio now before it gets too late?”

“Sure, but let me go ask him,” Aaron said. “What does it hurt?”

“Alright, fine,” Sam said, “but take Marianne with you.”

“Why don’t I take some of our friends along?”

“You know how he is about strangers,” Brie said.

“Yeah, but they’d be with me.”

Sam started another eye roll, but then stopped, suppressing this and locking eyes with Aaron. They stared at each other for a second, then Sam came forward to stand right in front of him.

“Babe. I’m sorry. I appreciate your frugality.” He reached out and put a hand on Aaron’s upper arm. “It’s helped keep us going, and I don’t ever want you to change.”

Aaron smiled and looked down at the casing in his hands again. “I’m sorry I was being stubborn. I don’t have to go over there tonight.”

“No, you were right, we should at least try. Take Logan and Greg with you. He’ll act put out but he respects displays of force.” Sam glanced back at us. “Take Kris too. I think he sometimes gets flustered with women.”

“Of course,” Aaron smiled, and they kissed.

Everyone else headed back inside while we helped Aaron close up for the night. I was informed we should go armed, and so retrieved my own rifle from the house. When I got back out Aaron had equipped Kris and himself with flashlights, and Logan had the tac-light of his rifle on and held at the ready.

“Is this guy dangerous?” I asked as we started walking.

“He can be paranoid. He’s not so bad though, really.”

We exited the yard through a small gate in the chainlink fence near the old gas station. Pete the Prepper had been described as living next door, which did not prepare me for the hike involved. There was no sidewalk here, so we walked along some gravel on the side of the road. Beyond the southern wall of the Satanist’s compound there was just an empty field filled with patches of snow and a few scattered trees.

The opposite side of the road had some businesses with limited street lights, but these quickly gave way to shops that look abandoned and a stretch of road that was dark save for our own flashlights.

Initially it looked like we were following this road off the edge of the Earth, with nothing but darkness in front of us. Soon though I spotted our destination, a half-mile away. It was some kind of compound that made me think of a prison, surrounded by fencing and lit with lights on high posts. Only, where a prison would have had harsh, blaring lights, this place had only dim lighting that left much of it in darkness.

It was not until we were much closer that I got a sense of the full compound. It was situated on a plot of land comparable to the one our hosts owned. It seemed smaller though, with less open space inside and an outer perimeter marked by a double chain-link fence, with a wide no-mans-land in between the two. Both fences were topped with razor wire. Inside the main structure looked like nothing more than a concrete slab, half-buried in the ground. Surrounding this were a series of sheds that hemmed in the space, making it look a little claustrophobic.

Aaron continued right up to the front gate. It had an intercom set up, and a very obvious camera mounted atop the fence just above.

Pressing a button on the intercom got a buzzing sound. All of us stood and waited. I glanced over at Kris, curling up on herself within her overstuffed coat.

We continued to wait with nothing happening. I peered into the compound, looking for some sign of activity, but found nothing.

“Is he asleep already?” I asked. Though it was pitch black out it was an early hour still.

“No,” Aaron shook his head. “He’s just making us wait.”

“Could he maybe not see us?” Kris asked, glancing around.

“Camera’s right there,” Aaron pointed up to it.

“I saw, but can it make us out in the dark like this?”

“He’s got night vision on all his cameras. There are more around,” Aaron gestured back and forth along the fence.

There was a sudden buzzing from the intercom, and then a gruff, sleepy sounding voice came on. “Who is it?”

“Pete. It’s Aaron, from next door.”

“I see that. Who’s that with you?”

“Oh, these are some folks that broke down outside of town today. I’m giving them a hand with some repairs.”

“Who’s standing off in the shadows there behind you?”

We all turned to where Logan was lingering a little ways back from the gate. He hesitated, but then walked forward, looking straight up at the camera and raising a hand in greeting.

“He’s with us,” Aaron said. “It’s just myself and these three. Logan, Kris, Greg.” He pointed to each of us in turn.

“I hate having people show up at my gate after dark, Aaron.”

“I know Pete, I’m sorry.”

“So what do you want?”

“I need a part.” Aaron held up the gear he had taken from our truck toward the camera. “It’s a twenty-degree pressure angle, five-inch diameter helical gear, with . . .”

“Yeah, I see.” Pete said. “Let me check my list.”

Aaron kept the gear held up toward the camera for a few more seconds, then at last lowered his arm. A chill wind crept up on us, biting into one side of my face. Again the wait drew outward, all of us left to wonder if he would ever come on again.

“Okay,” Pete at last said. “I’ve got some like that.”

“Can we have a look?”

“I don’t let people in after dark.”

“I can come in, just myself,” Aaron said. “You know me.”

“I don’t let anybody in after dark.”

“Could we come back tomorrow?”

“Sure. No, wait, tomorrow’s Sunday. No deals on Sunday. Before you waste any more of my time, what you dealing for this anyway?”

“We can pay in gold,” Logan stepped up next to Aaron, addressing the camera. “We have coins or bullion.”

“Yeah? Is that for real, Aaron.”

He opened his mouth, but then paused. Instead he looked to Logan, then to Kris. She nodded vigorously. “Yeah Pete, they’re good for it.”

There was a long pause on the other end. “No deal tonight,” Pete said. “Come back during business hours.”

“If we come by first thing in the morning . . .”

“Come back during business hours. Good night, Aaron.”

“Pete. Pete!” Aaron shouted. When there was no answer he pushed the intercom buzzer again. “Pete. Please, we . . .”

This time the response buzz was almost immediate. “No trespassing. Come back during business hours.”

“Will you make a deal then?”

“No guarantees. No more negotiating outside business hours.” There was a click that sounded like the intercom speaker turning off.

Aaron reached forward, about to hit the button again, but hesitated. He stood like that, frozen and defeated, then turned to us with a dejected stare.

“Is that it?” Kris asked.

“Unfortunately. Come on. Sorry to drag you all out here.”

With that he turned and started trudging back.

At our host’s big house I was greeted by warm air that felt good after being out in the cold for so long. As we took off our coats in the foyer Sam and Marianne came down the stairs.

“Any luck?” Sam asked.

“He said to come back during business hours.”

“Of course. Did he even say if he had the part you need?”

“He said he did, but he didn’t let me explain exactly what I needed.”

“Well it may not matter,” Marianne said, “because we did find what you need.”

“Oh?”

“There’s a shop that has this exact model gearbox,” she held up a piece of paper on which Aaron had written down exactly what he needed.

“I can pick it up tomorrow,” Sam said.

“Only problem is that it’s up almost to Indianapolis.”

“Oh geez, that’s way too far to drive,” Aaron said.

“It’ll still get us it before Pete will, even if he lets us in on Monday.”

“Is there a chance he won’t let us in on Monday?” Kris asked. “I thought that was his ‘business hours’.”

“He might,” Marianne said, “or he might tell us he’s busy and to come back later.”

“No, he will definitely tell us to come back later,” Sam said. “That’s what he always does. There have been times we needed something we couldn’t find anywhere else at all, and we ended up basically camped down there at his gate, and he just kept saying ‘come back in a couple hours, come back tomorrow morning, come back when I’m done with this and that.’ It’s nothing but excuses for delay.”

“Why?” Kris asked.

All of them paused, glancing at each other. Sam shrugged. “I have no idea. That’s just how he is.”

“I think,” Marianne said, “that he doesn’t really have the stuff to trade at all. He wants people coming back so he can feel important, or because he’s lonely, or both, but he doesn’t actually have what we need, so he just puts off actually trading.”

“So he may not have the part we need?” Logan asked, “that he just claimed he did have?”

“If he claimed to have it without even hearing Aaron say exactly what he needed?” Marianne raised an eyebrow, then shrugged.

“Fuck,” Logan said. “Some people are just fucking useless.”

 

 

 


 

 

 

 

 

Ecclesiastes 

 


 

1

“Meaningless! Utterly meaningless! Everything is meaningless.”

What do people gain from all their labors? Generations come and go, but Earth abides. The sun rises and sets and circles back around again. The wind blows to the south and north; round and round it goes, ever returning on its course. All streams flow into the sea, yet the sea is never full. To the place the streams come from, there they return again.

All things are wearisome, more than one can say. The eye never has enough of seeing, nor the ear its fill of hearing. What has been will be again, what has been done will be done again; there is nothing new under the sun. No one remembers the former generations, and even those yet to come will not be remembered by those who follow them.

I have applied my mind to study and explore by wisdom all that is done under the heavens. All of them are meaningless, a chasing after the wind. What is crooked cannot be straightened; what is lacking cannot be counted. For with much wisdom comes much sorrow; the more knowledge, the more grief.

 

2

I said, “Come now, I will test myself with pleasure to find out what is good.” But that also proved meaningless. Laughter is madness, And what does pleasure accomplish? I tried cheering myself with wine, and embracing folly; my mind still guiding me with wisdom. I wanted to see what was good for people to do during the few days of their lives. I undertook great projects: I built houses for myself and planted vineyards. I made gardens and parks and reservoirs to water groves of flourishing trees. I bought goods and gadgets and novelties. I amassed riches and wealth. I partook of every distraction, every entertainment. I had passion and romance, the delights of the heart. I denied myself nothing my eyes desired; I refused my heart no pleasure.

My heart took delight in all my labor, and this was the reward for all my toil. Yet when I surveyed all that my hands had done and what I had toiled to achieve, everything was meaningless, a chasing after the wind; nothing was gained under the sun.

Then I turned my thoughts to consider both wisdom and folly. I saw that wisdom is better than folly, just as light is better than darkness. The wise have eyes in their heads, while the fool walks in the darkness; but I came to realize that the same fate overtakes them both. The fate of the fool will overtake me, so what do I gain by being wise?

This too is meaningless. For the wise, like the fool, will not be long remembered; the days have already come when both have been forgotten. Like the fool, the wise too must die!

So I hated life and all the things I had toiled for, because I must leave them to those who come after me. And who knows whether they will be wise or foolish? Yet they will have control over all the fruit of my toil into which I have poured all my effort and skill. So my heart despaired over all my toilsome labor. For a person may labor with wisdom, knowledge and skill, and then they must leave all they own to another who has not toiled for it.

So what do people get for all the anxious striving with which they labor? All their work is grief and pain; even at night their minds do not rest. This too is meaningless. A person can do nothing better than to eat and drink and find satisfaction in their own toil.
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Whatever is has already been, and what will be has been before.

Surely the fate of human beings is like that of the animals: As one dies, so dies the other. All have the same breath; humans have no advantage over animals. Everything is meaningless. All go to the same place; all come from dust, and to dust all return. Who knows if the human spirit rises upward and if the spirit of the animal goes down into the earth. So I saw that there is nothing better for a person than to enjoy their work, because that is their lot.

Everyone’s toil is for their mouth, yet their appetite is never satisfied. Better what the eye sees than the roving of the appetite. Whatever exists has already been named, and what humanity is has been known. The more the words, the less the meaning, and how does that profit anyone? For who knows what is good for a person in life, during the few and meaningless days they pass through like a shadow? Who can tell them what will happen under the sun after they are gone?
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Again I looked and saw all the oppression that was taking place under the sun: I saw the tears of the oppressed, and they have no comforter; power was on the side of their oppressors.

If you see the poor oppressed, and justice and rights denied, do not be surprised at such things; for one official is eyed by a higher one, and over them both are others higher still. The increase from the land is taken by all; the king himself profits from the fields. Whoever loves money never has enough; whoever loves wealth is never satisfied with their income. This too is meaningless. As goods increase, so do those who consume them. And what benefit are they to the owners except to feast their eyes on them? The sleep of a laborer is sweet, whether they eat little or much, but as for the rich, their abundance permits them no sleep.

I have seen a grievous evil under the sun: wealth hoarded to the harm of its owners, or wealth lost through some misfortune, so that when they have children there is nothing left for them to inherit. Everyone comes naked from their mother’s womb, and as everyone comes, so they depart. They take nothing from their toil that they can carry in their hands. This too is a grievous evil: As everyone comes, so they depart, and what do they gain, since they toil for the wind? All their days they eat in darkness, with great frustration, affliction and anger.
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This is what I have observed to be good: that it is appropriate for a person to eat, to drink and to find satisfaction in their toilsome labor during the few days of life. Moreover, when someone has wealth and possessions, and the ability to enjoy them, to accept their lot and be happy in their toil and not strive for more. They seldom reflect on the days of their life but keep occupied with an envious heart.

The hearts of people, moreover, are full of evil and there is madness in them while they live, and afterward they join the dead. Anyone who is among the living has hope, even a live dog is better off than a dead lion! For the living know that they will die, but the dead know nothing; they have no further reward, and even their name is forgotten. Their love, their hate and their jealousy have long since vanished; never again will they have a part in anything that happens under the sun. Go, eat your food with gladness, and drink your wine with a joyful heart. Enjoy life with those whom you love, all the days of this meaningless life. For this is your lot in life and in your toilsome labor under the sun. Whatever your hand finds to do, do it with all your might, for in the realm of the dead, where you are going, there is neither working nor planning nor knowledge nor wisdom.
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I have seen another evil under the sun, and it weighs heavily on humanity: some people have wealth, possessions and honor, so that they lack nothing their hearts desire, but they do not have the ability to enjoy them, and strangers enjoy them instead. This is meaningless, a grievous evil. A man may have a hundred children and live many years; yet no matter how long he lives, if he cannot enjoy his prosperity and does not receive proper burial, I say that a stillborn child is better off than he. It comes without meaning, it departs in darkness, and in darkness its name is shrouded. Though it never saw the sun or knew anything, it has more rest than does that man. Do not all go to the same place?

I declared that the dead are happier than the living. But better than both is the one who has never been born, who has not seen the evil that is done under the sun. And I saw that all toil and all achievement spring from one person’s envy of another. Better one handful with tranquillity than two handfuls with toil.

Two are better than one, because they have a good return for their labor: If either of them falls down, one can help the other up. But pity anyone who falls and has no one to help them up. Also, if two lie down together, they will keep warm. But how can one keep warm alone? Though one may be overpowered, two can defend themselves. A cord of three strands is not quickly broken.
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A good name is better than fine perfume, and the day of death better than the day of birth. It is better to go to a house of mourning than to go to a house of feasting, for death is the destiny of everyone; the living should take this to heart. Frustration is better than laughter, because a sad face is good for the heart. The heart of the wise is in the house of mourning, but the heart of fools is in the house of pleasure. It is better to heed the rebuke of a wise person than to listen to the song of fools.

Extortion turns a wise person into a fool, and a bribe corrupts the heart. The end of a matter is better than its beginning, and patience is better than pride. Do not be quickly provoked in your spirit, for anger resides in the lap of fools. Do not say, “Why were the old days better than these?” Wisdom, like an inheritance, is a good thing and benefits those who see the sun. Wisdom is a shelter as money is a shelter, but the advantage of knowledge is this: Wisdom preserves those who have it.

In this meaningless life of mine I have seen both of these: the righteous perishing in their righteousness, and the wicked living long in their wickedness.

There is something else meaningless that occurs on earth: the righteous who get what the wicked deserve, and the wicked who get what the righteous deserve. This too, I say, is meaningless. So I commend the enjoyment of life, because there is nothing better for a person under the sun than to eat and drink and be glad. Then joy will accompany them in their toil all the days of life.

Do not be overrighteous, neither be overwise. Do not be overwicked, and do not be a fool. Avoid all extremes. Wisdom makes one wise person more powerful than ten rulers of nations.

Indeed, there is no one on earth who is righteous, no one who does what is right and never sins. Do not pay attention to every word people say, or you may hear your servant cursing you, for you know in your heart that many times you yourself have cursed others.

All this I tested by wisdom and I said, “I am determined to be wise.” But this was beyond me.
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Who is like the wise? Who knows the explanation of things? A person’s wisdom brightens their face and changes its hard appearance.

For there is a proper time and procedure for every matter, though a person may be weighed down by misery. As no one has power over the wind to contain it, so no one has power over the time of their death. All this I saw, as I applied my mind to everything done under the sun. There is a time when a man lords it over others to his own hurt. 
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So I reflected on all this and concluded that the righteous and the wise and what they do are in the hands of fate, but no one knows whether love or hate awaits them. All share a common destiny: the righteous and the wicked, the good and the bad, the clean and the unclean, those who offer sacrifices and those who do not. As it is with the good, so with the sinful; as it is with those who take oaths, so with those who are afraid to take them. This is the evil in everything that happens under the sun: The same destiny overtakes all.

I have seen something else under the sun: The race is not to the swift or the battle to the strong, nor does food come to the wise or wealth to the brilliant or favor to the learned; but time and chance happen to them all. As fish are caught in a cruel net, or birds are taken in a snare, so people are trapped by evil times that fall unexpectedly upon them.

I also saw under the sun this example of wisdom that greatly impressed me: There was once a small city with only a few people in it. And a powerful king came against it, surrounded it and built huge siege works against it. Now there lived in that city a man poor but wise, and he saved the city by his wisdom. So I said, “Wisdom is better than strength.” 

But nobody remembered that poor man. His wisdom is despised, and his words are no longer heeded. The quiet words of the wise are more to be heeded than the shouts of a ruler of fools.
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Invest in a venture; after many days you may receive a return. Invest in many more; you do not know what disaster may come upon the land. If clouds are full of water, they pour rain on the earth. Whether a tree falls to the south or to the north, in the place where it falls, there it will lie. Whoever watches the wind will not plant; whoever looks at the clouds will not reap.

Sow your seed in the morning, and at evening let your hands not be idle, for you do not know which will succeed, whether this or that, or whether both will do equally well.

Light is sweet, and it pleases the eyes to see the sun. However many years anyone may live, let them enjoy them all. But let them remember the days of darkness, for there will be many. Everything to come is meaningless. You who are young, be happy while you are young, and let your heart give you joy in the days of your youth. Follow the ways of your heart and whatever your eyes see. So then, banish anxiety from your heart and cast off the troubles of your body, for youth and vigor are meaningless.

 


The upper floor of the Satanist manor was split between two mirror-image master suites, each with an adjoining guest bedroom and study. Lucas insisted upon sleeping out in the Beast, despite the cold, but Veronica and Alana were glad to take a fold-out couch downstairs. Meanwhile the actual guest rooms went to Kris and Ian, I got an air mattress in one of the study’s, and Logan, at his own insistence, rolled out a sleeping bag to crash in the other office.

Part of me had wanted to stay up to keep reading Kris’ latest writing. I tried, but after such a long and eventful day I could not keep my eyes open.

Instead I woke up early the next morning and read the next installment. It was a depressing way to start the day. There was still more, but after reading Ecclesiastes I instead found myself sitting on the air mattress, thinking about Kris, wondering how much of the fatalism came from her source material, and how much she had infused in herself. I felt like maybe I should say something to her, but I was not sure what, and also needed to figure out when I would have the chance to bring it up.

My thoughts were interrupted by a brief knock on the door. I stuffed the paper into my pocket right as Marianne poked her head into the room.

“Sorry,” she whispered when she saw I was awake. “I need to use the radio.”

This study had been set up as a HAM radio room, with a whole set occupying the desk in one corner and all sorts of associated electronics and manuals scattered around the shelves. I stood up, then realized I should probably give her space. I staggered out of the room.

“Sorry,” Marianne whispered again. “Do you want breakfast?”

I wanted breakfast really badly, as soon as she mentioned it. I headed downstairs to find that Alana and Kris had monopolized the kitchen and were making waffles.

I took a seat at the kitchen counter, looking across, intent on watching Kris as I again thought about what she had written. I realized I could not tell if she thought life was meaningless just by looking at her, but I was going to try.

“Good morning Greg,” she noticed I was staring and responded with a little smirk.

“Oh, sorry, good morning,” I blinked, having been staring through her and not at first realizing she had spoken to me.

“You want a waffle?”

“Definitely.”

I paused and glanced around. The only other person here was Veronica, sitting at the long dining table and eating breakfast while watching the first rays of the sunrise break over the greenhouse and chicken coop out back.

“Oh good, you found breakfast,” Brie said as she entered the room. “Did anyone make coffee?”

“Marianne was making it when we came in,” Alana pointed.

A thought occurred to me, unbidden, and I blurted out a question. “Why do you guys have a radio?”

“What’s that?” Brie asked over her shoulder as she made herself a cup of coffee.

“Upstairs, you have the whole radio setup. I was just wondering what you use it for.”

“A lot of places around here don’t have internet access. So we communicate by radio.”

“Why do they need to communicate with you though?” I asked.

“They were using it last night,” Alana said. “To find that part we need.”

“Is that the only reason you have it?”

“It’s mostly for Sam,” Brie said. “Ranchers can radio in if they need him on short notice.”

“Ranchers?” I asked. “I’m sorry, did I miss this?”

“You were probably outside when we were talking about it last night. Sam is a vet.”

“As in a veterinarian?”

“Uh-huh. He works with livestock.”

“Oh,” realization hit me. “That’s why he’s making a house call this morning.”

Further comment from Brie was interrupted by Crazy Ian arriving and promptly getting in line for coffee and waffles.

“So,” I said, thinking aloud now. “Aaron runs the auto-shop. Sam is a veterinarian. You do tarot readings. What does your wife do?”

“I do more than tarot readings. I contract out as a web developer too, and help Aaron run the depot.”

“She’s also the secretary for the rest of us,” Marianne said as she entered the room. She filled up a cup of coffee she carried, kissed her wife, and headed toward the back. “I’m in charge of the horticulture,” she pointed out the window, toward the greenhouse and gardens.

I realized she was headed outside right now. I turned in my chair with another new thought. “Do you need any help out there?”

“Oh no, I’m fine.”

“Or any help anywhere,” Kris said, stopping what she was doing and prompting Marianne to stop herself at the backdoor. “It sounds like Sam and Logan are going to be gone all day. If you’ve got stuff you need help with feel free to put us to work.”

Marianne continued to hesitate at the door. “You’re our guests, I wouldn’t . . .”

“Wouldn’t want us going stir crazy sitting around here waiting, right?” Kris quickly said. “Please, put us to work.”

“You know what would be really helpful,” Brie said, “is if one of you went and helped Aaron. That would free us up to get some other stuff done.”

The someone who was helping Aaron, it turned out, was me. Right after breakfast I bundled up and headed outside. It was a cold and mostly overcast day. In the wane light Aaron had one of the repair bay doors open and was working on some major project with one of the autonomous trucks he had parked here.

As I had last night I found myself fetching tools and helping sort parts into small plastic bins. Other than his quick directions Aaron spoke little, focusing intently on what seemed to be a major overhaul of the truck’s diesel engine.

The morning wore on, not becoming any warmer. I avoided standing around, pacing or hopping a little in place to try to stay warm. I had no idea how Aaron operated like this; my hands were too numb to do more than pick things up in a frozen gauntlet of a fist.

Near lunch time we headed over to the building that had once been a convenience store attached to this former gas station. I found inside it had been converted into a clinic for Sam, including several subdivided rooms filled with industrial grade medical equipment I could not readily identify.

Toward the back there was also some additional storage, where Aaron led me now. Here I found shelves containing bins filled with screws and nuts and washers, all of them properly labeled and organized. Aaron began taking some of the bins he had me haul over and sorting their contents into his larger system.

He worked in silence for a minute, then began to slow down. “I envy you guys,” he said.

“Huh?”

“Moving on. Going west. I wish we could do that.”

“You seem to have a pretty nice set up here for yourselves.”

He looked down at the bin he was holding, then turned and set it aside on an empty workbench. I thought I might have offended him somehow and set down the load I was carrying as well while I tried to stammer out some response.

“It’s tough,” Aaron said, leaning against the workbench and looking off into space. “Living like this. Pretending.”

At first I did not know what he meant. When I realized I decided it best to remain silent.

“It’s not that I worry about being ‘found out.’ People already know, or suspect, or spread rumors. But if we ever admitted it,” he drew a deep breath. “We have to keep pretending. It takes a toll, you know.”

“I’ve heard the war will be over by next year,” I said. “Maybe after the next election . . .”

“Some things will be different. But for us? I think as long as we stay here we’re gonna have to keep pretending. You ever been married?”

I just shook my head dumbly in reply.

“It’s weird. No matter what, it’s weird, but it gets really weird when you’re married in everything but name to someone you truly love, but legally married to someone else that, you know, you love, but not romantically. The whole charade, it’s,” he paused and looked at me. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean . . .”

“It’s okay,” I held out a hand.

“Didn’t mean to unload that on you just now,” he offered a weak smile.

“Maybe after the war you’ll get a chance to head west yourself.”

“You really think things are better out there?”

“I, um, oh, I don’t know.”

He gave a forlorn look to the unsorted plastic bins sitting on the nearby workbench. “I’m getting kind of useless right now. You hungry?”

“Yeah, I’m pretty hungry.”

“Me too. Let’s go get lunch.”

Inside we found everyone else already gathered, reheating leftovers. After claiming something myself I took a seat at the long dining table, across from Lucas and Veronica. Both of them had gotten their food way ahead of me, but neither had eaten much. Veronica was picking at her plate absentmindedly, while Lucas stared off into space and twitched his leg in a way that gave a slight shake to the whole table.

Further around the table I saw other distant looks. Taking the seat next to me, Kris noticed all this as well. “Are you okay?” she asked Lucas and Veronica.

“Huh. Oh yeah,” Lucas answered absently.

Kris fixed him with her brightest stare, waiting for an answer.

“Logan and Sam are overdue,” Veronica said, “and they’re not responding on the radio.”

“Wait, what?” Aaron perked up just as he took a seat at the table.

“Oh, it’s nothing,” Brie said.

“Nothing? Sam always responds.” I could see in real time the color draining from Aaron’s face.

“They’re probably just driving and talking and didn’t hear it.” Brie said without any conviction herself.

“Could they have not responded because they were out of the vehicle at a stop?” Kris asked.

“We’ve,” Brie hesitated, “we’ve tried several times now.”

“Several times!” Aaron seemed about to jump out of his seat.

Sitting next to him, Marianne reached over and clamped a hand down on his forearm. “They’re just a little overdue,” she said calmly. “It could be anything.”

“But he’s not responding on the radio. Sam always radios in if he’s going to be late.”

“There could be a lot of reasons for that too,” her voice took on a stern note as well. “Let’s just keep calm and we’ll try him again after lunch.”

“After lunch? I should be heading out there now!”

“Venturing out yourself without knowing anything isn’t going to do anybody any good.”

I thought Aaron might have already taken off if his arm weren’t being pinned down by Marianne’s grip. He stared at her, his face a shade of pale that almost seemed to glow through his thick beard. “I should never have let him go.”

“Aaron,” Marianne said it as an order.

“Fucking Pete. If he’d just let us trade for that part Sam wouldn’t have made this trip.”

It was not until he said this that it clicked into place for me why Aaron had been the one so adamant about talking to their neighbor the night before.

“Pete never had the part and you know it,” Marianne said gently.

“A long trip along the interstate. That’s the most dangerous road around here. I should never have let him go.”

“He had to go.”

“I should have gone with him.”

“It would not have changed anything.”

“You don’t know that,” Aaron spun on her. “Maybe.”

Marianne, and the rest of the table in turn, fell silent, waiting for him to say more, but Aaron just stared, then at last dropped his gaze back to his lap with a dejected frown.

“He’s got Logan with him,” I found myself saying. “If they did run into trouble there’s nobody else I would rather have with me.” Immediately I wondered if this was a stupid thing to say that just made things worse. Aaron did not react, but Marianne flashed a warm smile my way.

“I should go out and look for him now,” Aaron said without moving.

“Why don’t we do like Marianne said,” Kris spoke in a calm tone. It had Aaron looking toward her, meeting her intense gaze. “We’re all hungry and it’s messing up our judgement. Let’s finish lunch and then try them again on the radio, and if we still can’t contact them we can go out looking, in a large group.”

“That sounds like a very reasonable idea,” Brie said.

All of us hesitated, then without further word continued to eat our lunches, with varying degrees of gusto. The wordless void in which we ate, marked only by the minor clinks of silverware and shifting chairs and chewing, was awkward in and of itself, and made more so by how I had gotten used to the free-flowing conversations that usually happened in this room.

“Did you really mean that Greg?” Veronica abruptly asked.

“Uh, what?”

“About Logan? Did you really mean that, he’s the one you would want along if you ran into trouble?”

I felt like there was an implication to my answer that I was missing. “Well, yeah,” I said. “He’s, uh, he’s pretty resourceful. He used to be an Army Ranger.”

“Were you really in a firefight with him once?”

I gave her a quizzical look. My mind was racing, trying to remember how much Logan or myself had ever spoken of that event. I think it was very little. I began to stammer out an answer. “I, er, yes, I was.”

I expected her to press for details, but instead she looked away. “It sucks being left behind like this and not being able to do anything to help.”

“Maybe there is something we could do,” Lucas said.

“Like what?”

“Well, uh, we could pray.”

Everyone looked at him like some alien monster had started growing out of his head.

“I mean, not pray to a Christian god. Pray to Satan,” he gestured here toward Marianne and Brie. “Or, what did you call it, the Goddess? Goddess spirit? Or, um, pray to, um,” he gestured now toward Alana, “the Radiance?”

Alana, sitting next to Kris, folded her arms and leaned forward on to the table. “Lucas, do you think spirituality is just Christianity with a different name for god?”

“No,” he responded defensively. “I thought you just,” he looked around, feeling our confused stares. “Do you not pray at all? Do you do something different that’s similar or something?”

“So like I said,” Veronica leaned back and rubbed her forehead. “I wish there was something we could do that would actually help. You know, here in the real world.”

“You don’t believe in prayer?” Lucas asked.

“I don’t believe it in and I know it won’t help.”

“You can’t know that for sure.”

“Yes I can.”

“Do you pray, Lucas,” Kris asked him.

He seemed to retreat under her gaze. “Sometimes.”

“Would it make you feel better right now?”

“Oh, I don’t know, I thought,” he gestured down the table, “you know, I thought it might make Aaron feel better.”

“Now that is a good question,” Kris said as she turned to him.

Aaron had been lost, staring away and not paying attention to this conversation. Now he reacted as if just realizing his name had been spoken. “What? Oh, no, no, I don’t think it would.” He paused to consider this more, then turned to Kris. “Even if praying would have helped it’s too late now. They’re already overdue, so whatever problem they ran in to they’re already in the middle of it.”

“That doesn’t mean it wouldn’t help,” Lucas said. “Until they come back we don’t know anything.”

“Are you suggesting,” Kris asked, “that whatever happened to them won’t be real until we find out?”

“Isn’t that kind of true?”

“So you don’t believe anything exists unless you can perceive it?”

“Well, I mean, you can’t prove it does, right?”

“Maybe not,” Kris shifted tone as she continued, developing a slight edge to her voice, “but then doesn’t that make it kind of amazing that it maintains so much logical consistency?”

“I guess, yeah.”

“Do you actually believe that Lucas?”

“I don’t know. I never really thought about it.”

“It’s a deeply narcissistic philosophy.”

“Oh?”

She leaned forward, her gaze growing more vehement. “Take the thought to its logical conclusion. If nothing is real that you can’t perceive, then in effect you’re the only real person in the universe. Total solipsism, right?”

“I don’t know what that means.”

“Solipsism? The idea that you’re the only person that exists.”

“Oh, okay. Yeah, I mean, I can’t prove that’s not true.”

“But what if it is? What if you are the only person that exists?”

Lucas stammered, unable to meet her stare head on.

“It means we’re all figments on your imagination. All of us. Everybody you’ve ever met. Everyone you’ve ever heard of.”

“Okay.”

“Not only people alive now, but historical people, people you’ve read about. Really, how did you even read? If nobody else exists it must have been you that wrote those books, or that invented, really,” she waved a hand dismissively in the air, “anything. Everything that’s been built, invented, every idea, everything in history, you came up with it all. You’re basically claiming to be God.”

“Well, even if other people don’t exist the, you know, the rest of the world might.”

“You can’t prove that any more than you can prove people you don’t perceive exist. But even in that case it means you’re responsible for everything. Everything that’s ever been done, that was actually you doing it, though you may have imagined it to be somebody else. It would have had to have been you though, since nobody else exists.”

Lucas took a bite of food as a way to avoid her stare, then seemed to gather himself and turn to her. “So what are you accusing me of?”

“Nothing. I’m just describing your philosophy.”

“It’s not my philosophy. I wasn’t being serious about it.”

“I know,” Kris smiled, her whole complexion changing. “I don’t mean to harangue you. But wouldn’t you agree, anybody who actually believed that . . .”

“. . . would be insane, yeah.”

“Have you ever considered that what I described is the underpinning of post-modernist thought?” Kris asked.

“No, and I have no idea what that means.”

“Are you saying all of modern society is insane?” Veronica asked Kris.

“Can you prove it’s not?”

Veronica seemed to consider her response, but before she could answer there was a buzzing sound from somewhere toward the front. It surprised her, such that she jumped visibly in her seat.

“What was that?” she asked breathlessly.

Already though Aaron was out of his seat. “That’s the gate opening,” he said.

He led the way as all of us rushed out to the auto-shop end of the lot. Pulling up in front of the repair bays was Sam’s truck. As we all gathered in front of it Sam and Logan both casually got out.

Right away Aaron rushed forward and almost tackled his husband in an embrace. They kissed, Sam almost surprised at the gesture. “Oh my god I was so worried,” Aaron said. 

Sam started to say something, then just sort of laughed and fell further into Aaron’s arms.

“Your radio is out,” Logan said to Aaron with a smirk. This got him a shocked look in reply. “Crapped out somewhere before we got to the auto-parts shop.”

“You didn’t run into any problems then?” Veronica asked.

“Other than the radio?” Logan shook his head and leaned against the front of the truck. “I got to hear more about animal husbandry than I maybe needed to know. Otherwise we gave some injections to some sheep, picked up the gearbox, and got back here as soon as we could.”

“No new checkpoints anywhere?” Brie asked.

“Not at all. Guy at the part shop said there aren’t any in the state anymore outside Indianapolis proper.”

This reunion seemed to have brought a surge of color and energy back to Aaron. Already he was moving to get the new gearbox unloaded from the pickup. Brie encouraged him to leave it and come back in to finish lunch, but Aaron declared he was not hungry without breaking stride in his latest task.

I realized I had not been worried at all about Logan through all this and, in contrast to some of the others picking at their food, I had scarfed mine down without a thought. I remained outside to help Aaron. Within an hour he had the new gearbox installed and the armored truck rolling under its own power out of the repair bay.

I think it almost took more time to gather up everybody and get through the goodbyes.

In the end I one more found myself sitting in the front seat of our armored truck, next to Logan. “Well,” he said as we started to drive off. “That was the nicest group of Satanists I’ve ever met.”

*     *     *

A sign was the sole landmark announcing our entry into Hoosier National Forest. Had it not been there I would not have known we were entering a national forest, of for that matter entering a forest at all. Snow covered the ground across the farming fields that dominated the terrain.

It was not until a half hour later, following the Beast at agonizing slow speeds along a potholed road and then turning off onto a crumbled line of former pavement, that we became surrounded by enough trees to constituted a real forest. Sitting behind me, Kris leaned forward over my seat to peer out at our surroundings.

As the forest got thicker and the underbrush more dense we reached a turnoff for a campsite. In front of us the Beast continued forward a little ways to an open gate. From our angle I could see the driver’s window roll down and Alana lean out across Lucas.

I was about to ask why when a man emerged from the bushes nearby. He was dressed in full camouflage, black face paint, leaves and brush covering his back. It was unnerving to see him emerge like that, so close, out of nowhere, and casually saunter up to the Beast with a high-powered rifle cradled in his arms.

“Hmm,” Kris regarded him with a quiet murmur.

“That guy is not ex-military,” Logan said.

“You can tell?” Kris asked.

“Yeah. He’s never shot that rifle at another human being.”

“That’s probably a good thing.”

He flashed her an expression somewhere between a grin and grimace.

Logan had his window rolled down, and so I heard Alana call out to the guard. “We’re with Austin.”

“You brought the whole circus,” the guard said.

“You were expecting us, right? We couldn’t get a signal to let Austin know we were on our way.”

“No signal up here. Go ahead park on the east end.” He waved in a general direction.

The Beast pulled forward, and we followed. This campground had a road that meandered in a circle around its perimeter. Actual campsites were numbered, with dedicated benches and fire pits and paved pull off areas for parking. We continued along until we spotted Jake’s rover parked at one of the campsites.

It was not obvious at first, but once we were parked and got out of the car I was able to look around and see there was a sizeable population here. It was less a camp than a village. I noticed a few long parking spots made for RVs nearby, being used for their intended purpose. Like some such vehicles I had seen in the city these RVs were rooted in place. Their tires were replaced with cinder blocks, and along their sides were walls consisting of loose, dark stones and straw thatching.

Toward the center of the campground there was a structure that I presume to have once been a bathroom. It might still serve that purpose, but had been added on to as well. Log cabins, made from local trees, had been built as extensions of the original structure, one branching off either side. Both extensions had chimneys, again made of uneven stones mortared haphazardly together and leaning up against the original structure for support.

As we all got out of our vehicles I noticed, nearby, our other crew had set up some of the camping tents we had bought. Although Logan had picked out stuff with Arctic ratings it still looked bitter cold camping in the snow like that.

While the others moved over to start unloading things from the Beast, Kris and I stepped forward to greet the other half of our traveling crew.

“Welcome,” Austin said. The GSA, or now I supposed former-GSA, agent was dressed like Logan and I, with a flak jacket on underneath his heavy winter coat, cargo pants, heavy boots, and a holstered pistol on his belt. He was joined by the Fischers, wandering over from a little campfire they had just started. Accompanying them was a petite woman wearing an argyle sweater that looked too thin for the weather and a pony tail stuck from the back of a baseball cap.

Hannah was a little more exuberant, pushing past to hug both of us. “We were starting to wonder,” she said.

“We tried calling but couldn’t get anybody,” Kris said.

“There’s no signal out here,” Austin said. “We were gonna send Jake down to try to find a place where he could call.”

“I wasn’t worried,” Noah said with a smirk. “Thought it would take a lot longer to get replacement parts,” he gestured to the armored truck.

“We met some very helpful people,” Kris said.

“Speaking of helpful people,” Austin turned to the short woman now standing next to him. “Everyone, this is Abby, our host here at Camp Fig Leaf.”

She stepped forward to shake Kris’ hand with a bubbly enthusiasm.

“Good to meet you.”

I shook her hand as well and introduced myself.

“Greg,” she repeated my name as she eyed the rifle I had slung over my shoulder. Then she turned to Hannah, “so is this . . .”

“No, he’s not the crazy one,” Hannah said. “That’s Logan.”

“You told them Logan is crazy?” Kris asked.

“Oh, no,” Abby laughed, “they didn’t say anything like that.”

“Oh no, we did,” Hannah said. “We told them all about our exploits.”

I cringed a little at this, thinking about the Fischers revealing everything about us to strangers, even if they were connected to the Resistance and had helped others get out west.

“We heard all about you guys last night,” Abby said.

“You did?” Kris sounded almost like she shared my skepticism.

“No, it’s alright,” Hannah said with a laugh. “They’re cool.”

“Okay then.”

“You’re all welcome, of course,” Abby held out her arms toward our vehicles and the camp at large beyond them. “If you’ve got your own supplies you can stay as long as you like. We don’t have a lot to offer for food or electricity, but if you’re willing to work the pump we do have a good water filtration system.”

At that moment Logan emerged from the other side of the Beast, carrying with him a large backpack with a packed up tent and sleeping roll. He looked around, taking in those of us talking and the campsite in one sweep. “Logan,” he offered a hand toward Abby, introducing himself. “Where can we set up?”

“Just anywhere over here,” Austin waved toward the area behind him. It looked like we were on the edge of the campground. Beyond the Fischers tent I could see nothing but snow and forest. “Or some of us found space in the lodge,” he pointed across to the large structure at the center of the campground.

Logan eyed this briefly before turning back and moving to set up his tent.

“Come on,” Abby said to us, “I’ll show you around.” With that she started toward the main structure, and Kris and I fell in behind her. 

Right away I spotted, on the far side of the campground, some areas with large tents set up. Some of these were the modern camping style tents I had known as a kid, though they were gigantic in size, big enough to stand up in. Others were more eclectic structures, formed from tarps and blankets strung between trees. They enclosed some large areas but seemed to serve to keep out no element other than rain.

“So Austin tells me you guys are trying to get out west,” Abby said.

Another chill ran through me as she said this. I glanced back to where the Fischers were helping Logan set up the big tent. I took a deep breath and reminded myself it was Logan’s job to be super paranoid about everybody.

“We’ve been trying,” Kris said.

“Yeah,” she laughed. “Can’t be too easy nowadays with all the checkpoints. Are they really as bad as people say?”

“I don’t know what people say.”

“They’ve definitely gotten worse in the past year or so,” I said.

“I haven’t actually been through any recently. Try to avoid them when we can, stay in our little corner and hope people leave us alone. That’s probably why you’re heading west, right? Less of this stuff going on out there, maybe?”

“I think all of us have our own reasons for wanting to go,” Kris said.

“Yeah, of course. How about you? You’re the leader of all this, right?”

“So they keep telling me.”

Abby gave her a sidelong look. “You don’t want to be?”

“I’m not sure I’m the most qualified. Everyone seems to follow me for some reason.”

“I bet you do great. You seem like the type.”

Now it was Kris’ turn to look skeptical. “I haven’t gotten us killed so far.”

“Has there been a chance of that?”

“Kind of. Maybe. We’ve had some sketchy moments.”

“I’m sure everybody has had some the past few years. What made you want to head out west?”

“Me? I’m just hoping to help people out.”

“People?” Abby gestured back the way we came. “As in, these people following you?”

“Them, and others, as many as I can. I just,” Kris glanced away. “I found I had the chance to help, you know, and I thought I should.”

“Yeah, that’s how I feel. It was some people heading west early in the war that stumbled on us, and some of us wanted to just send them on, but I felt like, no, we should help these people. It’s the right thing to do. Even with all the bandits around here and the chance some might try to take advantage of us, raid our place.”

“That’s a perfectly reasonable worry.”

“Yeah, but I’m glad I took the chance, and I’d do it again. I keep doing it again, we’ve been working with Austin for years now. What about you Greg?” She turned some to look at me, walking slightly behind them. “Why are you heading west?”

I hesitated to reply, and in that gap Abby turned to Kris. “Is he your boyfriend? You dragged him into this?”

Another wave ran through me when she said this. I still did not respond, hesitating, with cold apprehension, to see what Kris would say.

“He’s my rescuer,” she said. “He kind of dragged me into this, in a way.”

“Oh yeah. So why did you want to go west Greg?”

“Well.” I had to actually think about the reasoning. “I made a promise to some people, and then some things happened and I got in deeper than I intended, and then, well, it kept escalating until I found myself in this strange camp in the woods with a ragtag group of refugees and outlaws.”

“Wow, cool,” Abby grinned.

“It’s not really that cool.”

“You make it sound romantic and adventurous. I like that.”

“I definitely don’t want to make it seem desirable.”

“Did you use to be a cop?”

I paused, unsure what exactly gave her that impression. “Sort of. A prison guard.”

“Wow, really? How did you meet Kris then?”

I did not reply, instead looking to Kris herself. “Well,” she said. “I was one of the prisoners.”

“No kidding! We gotta hear this story later tonight.”

Abby slowed as we approached the central structure of the campground. People started to emerge, from the main structure, from campers and trailers, from nearby tents. A horde of dogs burst forth from an improvised pen. Everyone had a ragged appearance. They were all thin with close cropped hair and visible tattoos poking out around collars and shirt cuffs. The men had full beards, the women extensive facial piercings, the dogs bits of mange. As usual I had no idea what I had just gotten in to.

“Hello!” A towering man, with a beard grown out into a braid, called from the porch of his RV, formed from a stack of cinder blocks by its front door. Abby led us up to him. “I take it these are the stragglers we were waiting for.”

“Not all of them, but this is their leader,” Abby gestured. “Kris, Greg, this is my Uncle Kyle. He helps run this place.”

“Huh,” he responded with a scoff of a laugh. “I mostly just break up fights. Or start them.” He added this last part with a more uproarious laugh, far beyond what the comment warranted. “Anyway, welcome. We don’t have a lot to offer in the way of hospitality,” he trailed off, looking around at some of those who had gathered around.

“It’s alright,” Kris said, “Abby told us some about you guys already. We’ve got food with us we’d be happy to share, if you want.”

He studied her, his beard doing a good job of hiding the expression on his face. “Well, I hate not to show proper hospitality to our guests . . .”

“Uncle Kyle!” Abby burst out an interruption.

Kris was about to say something, then seemed to think better of it. She glanced at me instead, and both of us focused on our two hosts, locked in a stare down.

“These guys have food,” Abby said. “A lot of it. Just because the winter’s been mild so far now is not the time to let pride get in the way . . .”

“Did you think I was about to turn them down?”

She hesitated and looked away. “Well, yes. That would be your normal mode of operation.”

He held his gaze on her without responding. I glanced over at the small crowd that had formed around us, keeping themselves distinct from our conversation. Several of them looked like the guy, the teenage boy I realized, who had greeted us at the entrance. They had face paint and foliage camouflage, or else were bundled up in high-end arctic survival gear. Most of them carried some impressive looking firepower on their belts of slung over their shoulders. All of them looked a little beleaguered as they watched our exchange.

“No,” Kyle said, “I wasn’t going to turn them down. I won’t lie to you folks, some extra food would be a real shot in the arm around here.”

“You can have ours,” Kris quickly interjected over whatever else he was about to say. “If you let us stay here a little while, we’ll be happy to share, and when we leave you can keep the rest.”

“That’s really kind, it’s honestly more than I can ask . . .”

“It’s not charity,” Kris said. I could sense all the stares, from Kyle and Abby and all the others, suddenly very focused on her. “We’re all part of this. You help people like us, heading west. We’ll help you in turn. We just need a place to stay until after the new year, or whenever the interstate checkpoints get clear.  If you give us an out of the way place to lay low for a while we’ll owe you.”

“Well,” Kyle said after another long pause. “Of course, you’re welcome, we’re happy to have you. Nobody’s using the east end of camp, so consider it all yours,” he waved his hand off toward where we had parked. “If that suits you folks then I think we have a deal.”

*     *     *

The campsite next to Kyle’s RV turned cabin in the woods was the center of this little community. As the sun set Kyle built up a large blaze in the fire-pit and a bunch of the locals gathered around.

I was exhausted, having volunteered, along with most of our group, to help with chores around the camp. In my case this meant spending the afternoon hauling water from the stream at the far end of camp. It was a grueling process, first working a little hand-pump device to filter the water, slowly filling buckets that we then lugged up to the camp’s main building. Here a couple of broken down hot-water heaters were used to store the filtered water.

The main structure itself was mostly sleeping space. Its extensions were just empty rooms with sleeping bags and sleeping mats spread around the floors. The core building, which it was obvious had once been the campground bathroom, had been converted to act as storage. Besides the water tanks there was a row of make-shift iceboxes constructed from old refrigerators and coolers. These were filled with smoked meat. One of the locals, a gruff, bearded man of indeterminate age, pointed out to me where the smoking operation occurred in one corner of the place during warmer seasons.

There was also a good supply of canned food and freeze-dried meals. It did not look to me like they were hurting too bad for food, but then I realized I was unsure how long this supply had to last them.

After finishing getting the water tanks filled I trudged over to our end of camp, where Kris explained to me about the dinner fire-pit gathering the locals had on special occasions like today. Before we could go though I ended up helping her set up another of our camping tents. It was obvious there were not a lot of good places to sleep around here, with the main building and RV-cabins all claimed. Austin had managed to find space in the main lodge, but the rest of us were relegated to tents and our vehicles. The Alfas were sleeping in their rover, running the battery on low for some minimal heat; Veronica and Crazy Ian were joining Lucas, huddling in the Beast; the Fischers and Grant had crammed into our big four-person tent. That left either the smaller tents or sleeping in the uncomfortable seats of the armored truck for the rest of us. It promised to be a cold night.

When I arrived at the gathering the big fire was already going strong. A whole bunch of lawn chairs and camping stools had been brought out to supplement the picnic tables that provided seating. Grant and the Fischer brothers had hauled over a couple food crates from the back of the pickup. Abby and another local woman were now helping them organize the cooking and distribution of this feast. To this end one of the built-in barbeque stands that was part of the original campground, as well as several mobile barbeques the locals brought out, were being fired up as well. The various heat spots this created became the centers of little clusters of people and conversation.

I sat down next to Kris on the porch stairs of Kyle’s RV. Next to us Kyle himself had a fold-out rocking chair in which he sat, an unopened beer stuck in a patch of snow next to him. He rocked in his chair at a slow rate, as if making a slow nod of approval as he surveyed the gathering.

When I first sat down he said nothing, and neither did Kris. A few feet in front of us, huddled close to the main fire, Hannah was talking with one of the locals who had been in camouflage earlier. He still wore the black face point, but had changed into thicker, warmer, and brighter clothes.

“How the hell did you guys afford a solar pump?” I heard him ask.

“We saved up for it. It took us a few years.”

“How did you save up though?”

“Some of us were working. I mean, obviously, all of us were working, but some of us had full time jobs with regular paychecks.”

“That must be nice. Where did they work?”

“Well, different places. We had a few different people working. My husband and his brother,” Hannah gestured to where Noah stood with a group around one of the barbeque stands, “they use to do maintenance at a government facility.”

“Government job?”

“Contractors.”

“So they paid in cash?”

“Uh-huh.”

“That would be nice,” the local man took a long swig of his beer. “The last six-eight years the only jobs I’ve had are ones that pay in that corporate credit shit. Woulda been better if they paid us in toilet paper, has more uses.”

“So you guys don’t have anybody working?” Hannah asked. “I mean . . .”

“The old economy? Nah. Not at all.”

“So what do you do for food? Sorry, I don’t mean to pry, but we grew crops, as much as we could. I didn’t see any around here.”

“Well, we’ve still got some stock. And we hunt.”

“Really?”

“It can be pretty slim out here, but we get by.” He took another long pull on his beer, draining the can. “We still got cash stocked away too, so we can go pick up supplies sometimes. Well, we could last couple of years. This year the inflation fuckin’ wiped us out. Not quite sure how we’re gonna get through the winter.”

“I don’t care how many times you say it Scott,” Kyle inserted himself into the conversation, “we’re not resulting to highway robbery.”

“Never said we should.” Scott paused, seemed about to add something, but then turned back to Hannah instead. “Not that we could even if we wanted to. We got one working car, barely any gas. Some bandits we would be.”

“Ain’t nobody worth robbing on these roads anyway,” Kyle said.

“There’s us.” Kris said in an innocuous voice that belied the sentiment.

“You?” Kyle asked.

“If you were bandits, you might have found us broken down on the roads near here. We had stuff worth stealing.”

“You’re also a dozen well armed people.”

“You might have taken us in an ambush.”

Kyle shook his head and reached for the beer he had cooling in the snow. “We’d have lost people, even if we won, and no matter what this group is not an army. I’m not gonna just accept casualties as the price of doing business, not if there’s any other way.”

“Is there another way?” Kris asked. I realized I was sweating, prompted by her line of questions, as if convincing them to attack us that instant.

“What?” Kyle sounded incredulous instead. “Obviously, there is. Look at us. We didn’t rob you guys. We let you in, gave you some campsites we weren’t using, some water you helped haul, and boom, we’re having a feast.”

“So you think good guys don’t always finish last?”

“I think God’s looking out for us.”

“Praise Jesus,” Scott said. I could not quite tell if he meant it ironically or genuinely

“Fucking praise Jesus,” Kyle said. “You folks are exactly what we needed here. You know, full honesty, there was a time I thought I would be a bandit or a robber or something, if it came down to it. Whatever it took to survive. Who would have thought the apocalypse would make me go soft.”

“I knew it would!” Abby shouted this comment into the conversation from over by the nearest barbeque stand. How she heard it among all the other talk I had no idea.

“So if you don’t mind me asking,” Kris said, adopting her trademark deep stare. “How did you guys end up here?”

“You mean this place?” Kyle asked.

“I mean this situation.”

He laughed to himself, leaning way back in his rocking chair and looking up toward the trees and the darkened sky. “It’s kind of a funny story.”

“He means an embarrassing story,” Scott said.

“That too. So, I don’t know, you probably remember, a couple years ago, right after the war with Russia started, the Russians launched that cyber attack, took down a bunch of the internet for a couple weeks. It was right at the same time that India nuked Pakistan and China declared war and the Russians started using nukes themselves.”

“I remember,” I said. Kris herself was already in prison at that point and only heard about it second-hand. After I spoke she said nothing, waiting for Kyle to go on.

“Well, at the time I thought, ‘fuck, it’s the end of the world.’ It sounds silly now but it sure looked like it at the time. I thought nuclear missiles would be raining down on America at any moment.”

“A lot of people thought that at the time,” I said.

“Sure, but I had a plan. When the war first started a few months earlier I’d started stocking up on supplies and equipment, started thinking through contingency plans. Some of the guys who came up here then, they’d been planning for this for, I don’t know, twenty-thirty years. Most of us, we’d only been thinking about it for a few months, but either way, we were prepared. Mentally prepared, I mean, ready with a plan. So when it looked like the end had come I didn’t hesitate, I cut out, headed to the woods, got away from the cities, you know. Ready to be flexible, live off the land, do whatever it took to survive.”

“None of that sounds silly to me,” Kris said.

“Yeah but, obviously, it wasn’t the end. Civilization kept going. Fuck, we didn’t even get nuked. Who would have thought we’d start exchanging nuclear weapons with the Russians and that wouldn’t be the end of the world right there?”

“It still might be,” Logan said. We all looked to see him standing next to Hannah near the main fire, arms folded. “Nobody’s been insane enough to launch the strategic warheads. There’s a big difference between tactical and strategic nukes.”

“Well whatever. We all came up here because we thought the apocalypse was finally happening. So we all looked pretty silly when we were proven wrong.”

“I wouldn’t say you were proven wrong. Maybe just premature.”

“Timing is everything with asset bubbles,” Scott said. “You can know the crash is coming, but if you go short too early you still end up losing your shirt.”

“You think civilization is an asset bubble?”

“I think this one is.”

“So when this apocalypse you envisioned,” Kris said, “when it didn’t happen, why didn’t you just go home?”

“A lot of people did,” Kyle said, “but some of us didn’t have homes to go to. By the time we realized weeks or months had passed. We’d abandoned our homes, most of us were being foreclosed on anyway. We’d quit jobs, whatever. Even some that could have gone back didn’t want to. Our friends, families, the ones who didn’t believe us before, they’d have laughed at us.”

“We weren’t all one big group back then,” Scott said. “Most of us didn’t even know each other. We didn’t come together until that first winter.”

“Some of us knew some of the others, even before all this got started. We started meeting here, traded with each other sometimes, some of us ended up gravitating together I guess. Yeah, that first winter we took over this campground and started setting things up. That’s what really brought us together.”

“Most of us,” Scott said. “There were guys up here back then who had no clue. They hadn’t thought about any of this long term. They’re the ones that just went home, or wandered off somewhere. The hard core guys Kyle mentioned, the ones who’d been planning for an apocalypse for twenty years . . .”

“The Preppers,” Kyle interrupted.

“Right, preppers, survivalists. Those guys went to ground quick. They’re bandits now. Or else dead.”

“Those guys are the worst,” Kyle said. “Folks like us, we were a little embarrassed when we realized civilization hadn’t truly ended. Those guys were mad. It was like, they thought they were owed an apocalypse. Like they’d been hoping for one. They couldn’t stand the thought of being proven wrong. Drove some of ‘em crazy.”

“Anyway,” Scott said, “that left us, the guys that had been getting ready since the war started but hadn’t really made it a lifestyle. Or a religion. Those of us that didn’t have anything to go back to, we gathered here. Actually, Abby gathered us here, that first winter. Organized us. Been here ever since.”

“Hell yeah,” Kyle said, “and we’ll still be here long after those bandits have gotten themselves killed.” As he said this he seemed to try to set a stern, determined look on his face, but then cracked a smile in spite of himself. He looked about among some of our crew to gauge our reactions.

“I don’t think any of you have anything to be embarrassed about,” Kris said.

“I’m not embarrassed about it,” Kyle said. “Not anymore. I wouldn’t have it any other way. I’d rather live in my RV and hunt my own food than be stuck in some wobbling high-rise special economic zone housing. Even if it is bitch ass cold out here most of the time.”

“The corporate housing doesn’t always have working heating,” Logan said. “It’s bitch ass cold there a lot of the time too.”

“Is that where you folks came from?”

“Most recently.”

“Well I told you our story. How about you folks? How’d you end up out here, taking shelter with a bunch of misfit rednecks?”

Logan did not respond, instead staring straight at Kris. I deferred to her as well, but she just sat there, silent.

“You’re heading west, right?” Scott asked.

“Yes we are,” Kris said.

“Well no shame in that,” Kyle said. “Lots of people headed west these days.”

“Really?”

“This past summer, we had a bunch of people coming through these parts heading west, trying to get out to the west coast. Guess they think there are jobs out there or whatever.”

“Or they’re trying to join the Free Pacific States,” Scott said.

“They’re actually escaped prisoners!” Abby burst into the conversation again, this time walking up to stand by the fire.

“Not all of us,” Kris said. “Some of us escaped from Spiderhead.”

“What the fuck is that?” Kyle asked.

“A GSA facility where they test biological and chemical weapons on political prisoners. We sort of fell in with the Resistance by accident. Mostly we’re making our way west to deliver some stuff we have for them, but as we go we’re trying to help people along the way.”

“Help people?”

“With food or medicine. We do what we can.”

“Well that’s very Christian of you.”

“I hope so.” She sighed in a way that seemed to stop the rest of the conversation. While we all watched she looked around, taking in everyone around the fire with her gaze, and launched into our story.

It was obvious, during Kris’ telling, that the Fischers had already filled in a number of the details about our group. I kept wondering about the wisdom of sharing this story, but Kris went on ahead with brutal honesty, and I figured we were in far enough that we might as well commit all the way. She left out any details as to what was in the armored truck, only describing it as something people who had helped us wanted delivered to California.

She also did not mention the specific events that prompted our sudden flight from Louisville, only saying that Austin had tipped us off and said we ought to leave. Before she could get in any more there was a sudden clanging noise that burst in over our conversation. I jerked up in surprise, ready for some kind of attack. Instead I saw that someone over by the barbeques was holding up a metal triangle and ringing it with a metal rod. It was an actual dinner bell.

People began migrating over to claim food. Kris hesitated, and so did I, trying to peer through the people to determine how their food distribution system worked. The locals were gathering around a barbeque stand where racks of deer meat had been cooked up, while our own people were at the adjacent fire pit where a big pot had been used to create some kind of stew.

Kyle remained sitting as well, eyeing us while trying to look coy. At last he got up in a slow stretch and walked at a lumbering pace over to the food.

Kris got up right away to follow. Seeing everyone gather now I realized that, unless they had a lot more people elsewhere, that the locals did not number as much as I at first thought. There were barely more of them than our own crew.

The locals provided the pot and the dishes, which I collected and went over to ladle out some stew. It was also apparent that our stew could feed a lot more people than what meat these locals had. Grant had already dished out a bowl for Abby and now was offering some to the others, most of whom gladly accepted.

I was one of the last to sit down, our two groups mixed among each other at the tables. I noticed nobody had started eating yet, and hesitated myself. Then Kyle came up to the head of one of the long picnic tables and held up his hands for attention.

“I’ll say grace tonight,” he said.

The whole group bowed their heads. I started to do the same but glanced at Kris first, sitting right across from me. She was looking up instead, staring at the big leader of this tribe of hunters. As he started I found myself just staring at her, Kris in turn staring at him with that inscrutable look of hers. Kyle thanked God for the food and the new friends and asked for further grace in seeing everyone through the winter or something like that. In truth I missed most of it.

Compared to the runup to the meal the conversation now was subdued. Kris and I both said nothing. Scott, sitting next to Kris, seemed interested in news from the wider world, and kept quizzing Austin, sitting next to him, on the war and inflation and the fact that the entire NFL season was now confined to Texas. Austin, however, was more intent on eating and limited himself to curt answers that only seemed to drive Scott’s curiosity further.

Afterwards everyone migrated back to their own little fire circles. We wound up rekindling the almost exhausted fire in front of Kyle’s RV, while the big man himself went inside for a few minutes. When he emerged he was carrying something that looked like a wooden jewelry box.

“This has been a good day,” he said as he sat down in his rocking chair. Opening the box revealed some paper and a thick stack of small plastic bags. He held up one of the bags to the light, then opened it, shook out some of the marijuana inside, and started rolling a joint. “Calls for something extra.”

After lighting it up and taking a pull Kyle passed the joint around our circle. Kris passed, as did Logan and myself, but everyone else partook. The Fischers did so eagerly, Grant looked like he did so out of some sense of politeness, and Austin examined the joint and coughed some when he inhaled as if he had never smoked weed before.

Scott took this opportunity to rekindle his line of questioning with Austin. Right away he found Lucas, who emerged out of the darkness to claim a hit right after Austin, was more than willing to discuss whatever.

They fell into a conversation about football that drifted into one about all the advanced ‘performance enhancing’ drugs that were coming out these days, ones that supposedly could instantly alter moods or reduce the amount of sleep someone needed. At some point in this Kris took the opportunity to slip off. I followed her right away.

By now the sun had set and the night crowded in around us, lit only by the scattered campfires. We headed over to where our own vehicles were parked. The Alfas, who had slipped out earlier without my noticing, had started their own little fire in the fire pit here and sat huddled around it now.

We said nothing as we joined them, standing close to the fire to huddle for warmth. Logan arrived soon after, then Hannah, saying that the brothers were still involved in the conversation and weed. None of us had a reply and nothing more was said.

A few minutes later Abby arrived as well, asking if she could join us. Kris smiled and gestured to a spot, and then we resumed our silent staring at the fire.

“I got no idea how these folks do this,” Jake said. “It is f-ing freezing out here.”

His unwillingness to curse, even here, had Kris and I sharing a smirk.

“This has actually been a much nicer winter than the last ones,” Abby said. “There were a lot of nights when we all ended up sleeping in the main cabin, with our arctic sleeping bags, all huddled up against each other.”

“Do you ever still do that?” Logan asked.

“If it gets cold enough. Well, most of us sleep there anyway in the winter, but some people have their own places that are insulated enough.”

Logan stared at her long after she finished, then both of them turned back to the fire again.

“So, Kris,” Logan said without looking up at her. “I noticed when the leader guy was saying grace you didn’t bow your head.”

“I was looking at him.”

“Yeah, I saw.” He hesitated, concentrating his gaze on the fire as if not doing so would make it go out. “You don’t believe in God, do you?”

There was a long pause before she answered, in which I had time to be confused by his question before remembering that I remained the only one to have read Kris’ writing. It felt so weird to be the only one who knew her thinking on this, and to realize she had said so little about it to everyone else.

“Not in the way you think, I’m sure,” Kris said.

“How do you believe in him?” It was Charlotte, sitting next to Logan, that asked this.

“I think, if there is a higher power in the universe, than we flatter ourselves to think it cares about us at all. I think it’s incredible narcissistic to think a being with nigh omnipotence would spend its time fussing over the petty lives of insignificant beings like us.”

Another long pause. “Really?” Abby asked.

“Really. You asked.”

Kris was still staring at the fire. I could tell Abby wanted to say something. She struggled to contain herself before losing that battle. “I don’t know, I think God is present in our lives all the time.”

This got no response, but Kris did look up at her.

“He’s answered my prayers,” Abby said.

“Oh yeah?” Charlotte asked.

“Uh-huh. For example, this is a good one. It was years ago, right after the first oil spike. I had just graduated from college and I was unemployed, and I’d been living with my parents for a while and then with my Uncle Kyle. I was unemployed, I don’t know, more than a year, and this is not just sitting around but looking for a job the whole time, right? So I’ve been looking for a job without success, and you know, I was really depressed. I wanted to get a job in my field, I studied to be a teacher, I wanted to teach high school, but nobody was hiring, and I was getting desperate and I started looking for work anywhere and still got nothing. So one night I just started praying to God. You know, not in church, just in my bed, and I prayed and I asked him to help me. I asked for a job, not just any job, but one teaching history, U.S. history, at the high school level, at one of the high schools in the Chicago area so I didn’t have to move too far. Obviously, I said, I’d take any job, but when I was praying I asked for exactly the job I wanted. I had some other qualifications too, but they weren’t quite a priority. Anyway, I did that, and boom, later that week I got a call for an interview.”

“For the job you wanted?” Charlotte asked.

“From a high school, yes, that needed a history teacher. I went in and got the job, I got to teach U.S. history there for eight years. It was exactly the job I wanted, and I didn’t get it until I prayed and asked God for help.”

Following this breathless story there was silence. Everyone was staring at Kris, who in turn was still looking at the campfire.

“So I think God is always present in our lives,” Abby said directly to our leader. “Doing stuff for us.”

“Because you got a job?” Kris asked.

“I prayed and I got exactly the job I asked God for.”

“I see.” She sounded almost sad as she said this.

“So,” Abby tilted her head as she stared at Kris, “but, you don’t believe in God?”

“No.”

“But, I mean, how do you explain that?”

Kris said nothing, letting her sharp gaze drift down to the campfire.

“You can’t explain it, can you?” Abby persisted.

“I don’t want to start an argument with you.”

“But how do you explain it?”

“Why do I have to?”

“What?”

“You haven’t given me anything to explain,” Kris at last looked up and met Abby’s stare with the intensity of her own. “It’s a completely mundane event. You were looking for the job you wanted and you found it. I reject your premise. You don’t get to point to a perfectly normal thing happening, something that happens all the time, then say you prayed for it and announce that’s proof of the existence of God, then shift the burden of proof to me. An objective observer would still be waiting for you to produce any evidence at all.”

“But I prayed for it, and a week later I got the job.”

“If it had been two weeks would that have falsified your argument?” Kris kept her voice very even as she spoke. “Or a month? Or would have praying at any time, even years earlier, and then getting the job have been proof?” She kept staring, letting the question linger, then turned back to the flames. “Do you know how many times you’ve prayed and not gotten what you asked for?”

“God doesn’t always answer prayers,” Abby was quick to say.

“And so you have no proof that he answered yours.” Again, Kris sounded genuinely sad as she said this.

Abby looked taken aback, looking around as if expecting somebody else to jump in. “Well,” she said at last, “that’s just how I feel.”

“Feelings are evidence now?”

“No, that’s not what I said.”

“What did you say?”

“I’m saying I prayed and the prayer was answered.”

“That is a statement you keep making, but it doesn’t make it true. None of the actual facts you’ve presented would make me believe what you just said.”

“So you don’t think what happened was miraculous?”

“Not at all. You’ve said nothing that would convince someone who didn’t already believe.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Has it ever worked?” Kris had the stare of hers out in full force now, belying the preternatural calm in her voice.

“What do you mean?”

“Have you ever told that story to an atheist or a Buddhist or anybody who didn’t already believe the same thing as you and convinced them that your God is real?”

Abby stammered before replying. “I haven’t told it to that many people.”

“You should try. I’d love to hear how it goes.”

“You don’t think it would work?” Logan asked.

Kris looked around at those of us circling the fire. “Did anybody else here not believe in God before hearing that story?” Nobody raised their hand or said anything. “So I’m the only one, and it didn’t work for me. We’ll have to keep trying.”

“So you just don’t believe at all?” Abby asked.

“I concede the possibility, but I see no evidence that any God or higher power that might exist in this universe is interfering in our lives. Evil exists. Bad things happen to good people, but so do good things. As if it were random.”

“Well then,” Logan started, but then paused. He furrowed his brow, looking between Kris and the fire. Finally he folded his arms and squared his shoulders to face her straight on. “What I want to know is: if you don’t believe in God, why,” he gestured around at our vehicles, “why do we do all this?”

“Do all what?”

“Everything we’ve done. Share food with these guys. Help out a food bank. Give out medicine. Why bother?”

“Why shouldn’t we do those things?”

“Well why should we?” Logan gesticulated as he spoke, throwing his arms in the air. “There is no God, so what does it matter? Why not just look out for ourselves? Screw all these people. We’ve got the means, we could turn to robbery and cut a swath across the country, be with the Resistance before New Years. Why bother helping anybody?”

“Your conclusion doesn’t follow.”

“What the fuck is that suppose to mean?”

“You ask a bunch of rhetorical questions implying we should adopt a purely selfish approach to life because there is no God to punish us for being shitty people.”

“Sure, right. You agree?”

“No I don’t. Why shouldn’t we help people?”

“Well, I just said, because . . .”

“No you didn’t,” Kris cut him off, and this time I sensed some sternness in her voice that I had rarely heard before. It had me sitting up and my heart beat accelerating. “You said there is no God to punish us. From there you conclude we should do whatever we can get away with. But the connection between those two statements is still missing.”

“What? That doesn’t make sense.”

“You’re starting from the classic Christian perspective, original sin and covetous thoughts and all that, which all come down to the belief that people are inherently evil and need something like God to keep them in line. But that’s not a given.”

“You think people are inherently good?”

“I don’t think they’re either, but it doesn’t matter. None of that answers the question, why not help people?”

“Because we would be better off ourselves if we were just selfish.”

“But other people would be better off if we’re selfless.”

“But,” Logan waved his arms again, “who cares about them?”

“Who cares about us?”

“Well, we do.”

“I contend that we don’t matter any more than anybody else,” she said, and flashed a little grin. “In the grand scheme of the universe none of us matter.”

“In the grand scheme of things, but we matter to ourselves.”

“To ourselves and each other.”

“But more to ourselves.”

“Are you going to claim selfishness is a virtue?”

“No, but it’s the default for most people.”

“That doesn’t invalidate anything either of us have said.”

“But you still haven’t answered my question,” Logan leaned forward. “Why shouldn’t people just look out for themselves and fuck everybody else.”

“Why do I need to answer that question?”

“Well,” he waved a dismissive hand toward her, “isn’t your whole system invalidated if you don’t?”

“Not for me. I’m not offering some system for everybody. You asked me what I believed. This is it. I’m not saying anybody else should believe the same thing.”

“So you help people just because?”

“You help yourself just because?”

“You just keep reversing my point and repeating it back.”

“Because you keep asking the same rhetorical question without ever advancing an argument.” Kris again stared Logan down, and I could tell her gaze was making him uncomfortable. “You really want to know what I think, that’s it. I believe that any higher power that exists in this universe doesn’t care at all about pathetic beings like us, and that’s why it’s so vitally important we care about each other. Because caring for people, and being cared for, those are good things, they’re ends unto themselves, and I don’t need any God or book of ancient wisdom to tell me that.”

“Well,” Logan turned away, unable to match her stare. “I guess that’s what you believe then.”

“Do you think differently? If you knew there wasn’t a God to punish sinners would you be an evil person?”

“Yes.”

“Really?” For the first time Logan had caught her off guard. Kris broker her stare and her calm tone, her voice rising a little and her head tilting to look at him from a different angle.

“I’ve done some awful things in my life. We hunted out terrorists by sending armored drones into the towns where they were from and massacring everybody. I went in and mopped up, and I was glad to do it, because it was their town or mine, and I put myself first. I wouldn’t be with you guys right now had I not slaughtered a half-dozen people I was suppose to be protecting.”

“So you’ve done some evil things despite believing in God.”

“Imagine what I’d be capable of without some kind of check.”

“Actually,” I said, words spilling out without getting tripped up in my head, “that makes it sound like believing in God has led to evil.”

“He makes a good point,” Kris said. “If the reason to believe in God is to prevent you from doing evil things, then it sounds like it didn’t work.”

Logan looked at us without replying, then turned back to the fire. “When I was shooting at those bandits that held up Ethan and the armored truck outside Nelsonville, there was a moment when I had Greg in my sites. I could have cut him down as well, finished off everybody, taken the truck for myself. I thought about it. But a voice in my head told me ‘no.’ My finger was on the trigger, literally, I was about to do it, and something just told me not to. It’s not the first time that’s happened. It happened more than once in Beijing, watching some Chinese kid armed with a knife running away from the drones. God has intervened in my life, no matter how pathetic we all are to Him.”

Kris drew in a deep, slow breath. “Logan.”

“You going to tell me I should have killed those people?” his voice rose in accusation.

“No. Absolutely not. The only thing I would say,” she paused, leaned forward, looking straight at him. “Logan, the voices in your head are you. That was you stopping yourself. Nobody else. I suspect you’re not the horrible person you pretend to be sometimes.

“Hmpf,” he replied with derision.

“But if you need to believe in God to avoid being evil,” Kris said, “then I recommend you keep believing in God.”

“What does that do to your theory though?”

“Nothing. My theory is my own.”

“Even though it discounts mine.”

“All I’ve been explaining is my own theory. Your beliefs are your own. The only thing wrong with any religious belief really is the people whose beliefs are so insecure that they see anybody who thinks differently as a threat. I am not a threat to you Logan.”

He smiled at this without saying more.

For a long while we sat in silence. As our campfire died the chill of the night closed in. I was doing fine myself, my thoughts elsewhere, but others I saw visibly shivering. They seemed to want an excuse to leave but were reticent to break the pervasive stillness that had settled over our little camp circle. Elsewhere the locals must have been turning in as well as the whole camp held that vast winter quiet that stretched out forever.

It was at last broken when a group came stumbling into our camp. Lucas was being supported by Veronica and Crazy Ian as they walked toward our RV, the Fischer brothers stumbling behind them.

“Hey guys,” Lucas said. His voice was a little loud, which made it a lot loud and unwelcome in the quiet night it had interrupted. “I’m a little stoned right now. We’re gonna huddle up in the Beast for warmth. The more the warmer. The,” this struck him as funnier than it was, and he started laughing, then couldn’t stop. “So, you should join us.”

As they stumbled past Hannah got up with an audible sigh and draped her husband’s arm over her shoulder.

“That was really potent stuff they have,” he said to her.

“Or maybe you haven’t smoked in years.”

“That,” Noah stammered, then gave one, exaggerated nod, “is true. But it was po-tent.”

“Come on, let’s turn in as well.”

“Yeah,” Lucas said. “Join us. Everyone, big slumber party at my place.”

“We were fine in the tent last night,” Hannah said, “but thanks.”

“What about yous?” Lucas slurred and slumped toward the Alfas.

“We’ll be fine,” Charlotte said.

As they all stumbled off Logan turned to Kris and myself. “Either of you want to sleep in the truck? You can run the battery some for warmth.”

“Do the seats in that thing recline?” Kris asked.

“The front ones do. Mostly.”

“I’ll think about it. I’m not turning in just yet.”

Logan shrugged and headed off to his tent. Abby excused herself to head back to the main lodge and the rest of the group retired to find their own respective sleeping spots.

As the noise of them all faded the quiet of the world returned to just Kris and myself staring at the glowing embers of our former campfire.

“Do you know where you plan to sleep tonight?” I asked her.

She answered with a coy grin. “Why do you want to know?”

“Oh, I just, um,” I stammered and found myself unable to stop. Fortunately Kris interrupted me with a laugh.

“I’m just teasing you.”

“I was just, if you were gonna try the truck and run the batteries for warmth I would join you, is all.”

She smiled again at me. “I hadn’t decided. Come on.” She got up from her seat.

“Where are we going?”

“Over here.”

She started east, away from the center of the campground. I got up and followed. We soon emerged from the actual camp sites, into an unpopulated field. The snow here was thicker, and the night colder. We waded out to where an old picnic table sat in the middle of the field. Kris brushed the snow off, then sat down. I stood there, frozen, until she noticed. She patted the seat for me to sit next to her.

When I sat down I realized she was staring up at the sky. It was a clear night, the moon having not yet risen. Stars like I had rarely seen arched above us.

“What are we doing out here?” I asked. I could see my breath despite the low light, and I shivered as I spoke.

“I wanted to look at the stars.”

“Okay.”

“I also wanted to see if you would follow me.”

“Okay,” I stuttered again and drew a deep intake of the ice cold air to steady myself. “Why?”

“I just wanted to see if you would.”

I said nothing more, just looking up at the universe with her. Kris climbed up onto the table itself, laying out flat along its length. As soon as she was in place she turned to me, then scooted over and patted the table to invite me to join her.

Laying on my back, on that rigid picnic table, staring up at the sky on that cold night, I decided there was no better way to appreciate the vastness of it all.

“I think you convinced me,” I said.

“What?”

“Why would the God of all that spend any effort fucking around with our lives? It seems ridiculous when you think about it that way.”

“I wasn’t trying to convince you Greg.”

“Oh. Well, maybe that’s why you succeeded.”

“I’m serious. I’m not sure I want to convince anybody.”

“Why not?” I glanced at her, but her gaze seemed loss, its intensity swallowed by the vastness of the cosmos above.

“Beliefs are so ephemeral to begin with,” she said. “If I could inspire people to anything it would be action, to do something. That’s what’s real. But really I’m not sure I should even be doing that?”

“Why not?” I asked again.

“Well who am I to say how people should live or what they should believe? Who am I to start, you know, editing the bible?”

“Well if not you then who? I mean, God didn’t write the bible. We could pretend like he did, I guess that was the secret, people wrote stuff and then said, ‘oh, yeah, God wrote this’ and that gave it more authority than if people thought it was written by just some guy. But, um, you know, somebody, some person had to actually write that stuff. If they were divinely inspired than why can’t you be?”

“You think I’m divinely inspired?”

“If you tell me you are I’ll believe you.” As I said this I turned to look right at her. I suddenly wanted to say a whole lot more, but I hesitated, and the moment was gone.

“I don’t want to be divinely inspired. Really I don’t think this should be about me at all.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, it’s like I said to Pastor Will. It’s narcissistic to think an infinite God cares about all of us, to think we’re all such special, beautiful unique snowflakes that a being with that much power would take the time to monitor our individual lives. I kind of think maybe narcissism is the real root of evil, the real embodiment of all the worst of humanity.”

“So would that be, like, the main core of your whole philosophy?”

“I guess so. Kind of. I think I’ll call it reverse solipsism.”

“Reverse solipsism?”

“Yeah. If solipsism is the belief that you, personally you, your consciousness, is the only thing that’s real, everybody else is just, you know, figments or creations of your own mind, that they don’t really exist.”

“Right,” I spoke slowly, worried I might not be able to keep up.

“Than the reverse would be the belief that everybody else exists but I’m not real.”

“That seems . . .”

“Weird? Honestly, now that I say it out loud it makes more sense than anything. After all, on the grand scale, do any of us exist? Against the backdrop of the entire vastness of the universe our lives, our beings, we’re a rounding error. When I die I won’t exist. I didn’t exist before I was born. Why assume I exist now? Everything I do, it’s only real effects are those perceived by everybody else.”

I realized she was not quite speaking to me anymore. She was staring off into space, perhaps in the middle of an epiphany. I sat up to look more directly at her but decided against saying anything.

“That,” she said slowly, her eyes unfocused, staring upward, “that is my philosophy.”

“Isn’t it, um, kind of,” I trailed off as I tried to think of the right word.

“Nihilistic? No, it’s the opposite. From now on Greg, you should assume that I don’t actually exist. If I’m not around than I don’t exist at all, and the things I do or say, that’s actually you.”

“What?”

“This is your epiphany Greg.” That she used this word that I had just been thinking was a little unnerving. “You just had an amazing metaphysical moment, cementing together some other beliefs you’ve been thinking about and that edited bible you’ve been writing.”

“Are you just trying to fuck with me at this point?”

“Kind of, yes,” she said without smiling. “But seriously. Without other people we don’t exist. Just like God.”

“Huh?”

“God exists to the extent that we believe in Him. And so do I. Maybe all of us, but I don’t want to imply anybody else needs to or even should adopt my perspective. But yes, I don’t exist when I’m not around and I manifest when it seems like I should to maintain logical consistency.”

“Are you also infinitely capable of being all things to all people?”

“I don’t know, I’m still exploring this new state. I think as long as I don’t manifest I can be. Just like the dead can be remembered as perfect.”

She turned to me with that stare of hers. I realized that it was a gaze that could be disarming or inquisitive or accusatory or reassuring, that I had experienced all those things under her quiet stare, and for a moment I thought maybe she really could be all things to all people.

“Transcendence,” she said, “is the destruction of narcissism. The abolishment of the belief that we, individually, are in any way special, superior, unique, or worthy. Accept that you aren’t, accept that from a practical standpoint you almost don’t exist at all, and focus on the tiny way in which you do exist.”

“To other people?”

“In our reflections in others, both people and the rest of the cosmos, now and throughout time.” She nodded and looked upward again.

I looked too, staring up at the cosmos, now more vast than ever.

“I didn’t,” she smiled, turning to me and hugging her arms to herself. “I didn’t weird you out there, did I?”

“No, no, not at all. I just, um,” I had to look away from her to get my words straight. “That was unexpected.”

“I didn’t expect it either. Maybe I was divinely inspired.”

“God divinely inspired you to believe God doesn’t exist, or at least can’t be bothered with insignificant beings like us?”

She smiled, then shrugged. “I guess so. Maybe God has the same philosophy. Maybe God is the ultimate transcendence, the ultimate acknowledgment of non-existence outside other’s perception. Maybe God knows he doesn’t exist.”

“Just like you know you don’t exist?”

“Just like I now know.” She smiled at me again. “Just like maybe all of us have always known. Greg, will you do something for me?”

“Sure.”

“When I die . . .”

“Whoa, really?” I blurted out in interruption.

“What?”

“You’re talking about death now?”

“I’ve been talking about it this whole time,” she said. “Will you promise to do something for me when I die?”

“Assuming I don’t die first.”

“Right. Who knows, with so much of our journey still ahead. But, if I die, if you can, I don’t want to be buried.”

“Okay.”

“I want to have a funeral pyre. A big bonfire, if you can manage. In a place like this.” She gestured around us. “In an open field, on a clear night.”

“Okay then.”

“That way, part of me can become starlight. It’ll travel off into the universe, some stray photons, on some near infinite journey across billions of light years.”

“Cool.”

She was still smiling, now more grinning perhaps, when she turned from the stars again to look at me. “Promise me one other thing, if I die first, okay?”

“Okay.”

“This is even more important. It’s about the writing I’ve been giving you.”

“Yeah, okay.”

“No, I really mean it. This is important, it’s my last request, even if you can’t do the bonfire thing, okay?”

“Yeah, okay, I get it.”

“Promise you’ll do it, no matter what?”

I looked at her, giving me that stare, apparent even in the darkness. “I promise.”
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“40"

by U2 

I waited patiently for the Lord

He inclined and heard my cry

He brought me up out of the pit

Out of the mire and clay

 

I will sing, sing a new song

I will sing, sing a new song

 

How long to sing this song

How long to sing this song

How long, how long, how long

How long, to sing this song

 

He set my feet upon a rock

And made my footsteps firm

Many will see

Many will see and fear

 

I will sing, sing a new song

I will sing, sing a new song

 

How long to sing this song

How long to sing this song

How long, how long, how long

How long, to sing this song

 

2

“Hallelujah”

by Leonard Cohen 

Now I've heard there was a secret chord

That David played, and it pleased the Lord

But you don't really care for music, do ya?

It goes like this, the fourth, the fifth

The minor fall, the major lift

The baffled king composing "Hallelujah"

 

Hallelujah

 

Your faith was strong but you needed proof

You saw her bathing on the roof

Her beauty in the moonlight overthrew ya

She tied you to her kitchen chair

She broke your throne, and she cut your hair

And from your lips she drew the Hallelujah

 

Hallelujah

 

You say I took the name in vain

But I don't even know the name

But if I did, well really, what's it to ya?

There's a blaze of light in every word

It doesn't matter which you heard

The holy or the broken Hallelujah

 

Hallelujah

 

I did my best, it wasn't much

I couldn't feel, so I tried to touch

I've told the truth, I didn't come to fool ya

And even though it all went wrong

I'll stand before the lord of song

With nothing on my tongue but hallelujah

 

Hallelujah

 

Baby, I've been here before

I know this room, I've walked this floor

I used to live alone before I knew ya

And I've seen your flag on the marble arch

Love is not a victory march

It's a cold and it's a broken Hallelujah

 

Hallelujah

 

There was a time you let me know

What's really going on below

But now you never show it to me, do ya?

And remember when I moved in you

The holy dove was moving too

And every breath we drew was Hallelujah

 

Hallelujah

 

Maybe there's a God above

But all I've ever learned from love

Was how to shoot at someone who outdrew ya

And it's not a cry that you hear at night

It's not somebody who's seen the light

It's a cold and it's a broken Hallelujah

 

3

“Let it Be”

by The Beatles 

When I find myself in times of trouble, Mother Mary comes to me

Speaking words of wisdom, let it be

And in my hour of darkness she is standing right in front of me

Speaking words of wisdom, let it be

 

Let it be, let it be

Let it be, let it be

Whisper words of wisdom

Let it be

 

And when the broken hearted people living in the world agree

There will be an answer, let it be

For though they may be parted, there is still a chance that they will see

There will be an answer, let it be

 

Let it be, let it be

Let it be, let it be

Yeah, there will be an answer

Let it be

Let it be, let it be

Let it be, let it be

Whisper words of wisdom

Let it be

 

Let it be, let it be

Let it be, yeah, let it be

Whisper words of wisdom

Let it be

 

And when the night is cloudy there is still a light that shines on me

Shine until tomorrow, let it be

I wake up to the sound of music, Mother Mary comes to me

Speaking words of wisdom, let it be

 

Let it be, let it be

Let it be, yeah, let it be

There will be an answer

Let it be

Let it be, let it be

Let it be, yeah, let it be

Whisper words of wisdom

Let it be
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“Turn! Turn! Turn!”

by The Byrds 

To everything (turn, turn, turn)

There is a season (turn, turn, turn)

And a time for every purpose, under heaven

 

A time to be born, a time to die

A time to plant, a time to reap

A time to kill, a time to heal

A time to laugh, a time to weep

 

To everything (turn, turn, turn)

There is a season (turn, turn, turn)

And a time for every purpose, under heaven

 

A time to build up, a time to break down

A time to dance, a time to mourn

A time to cast away stones, a time to gather stones together

 

To everything (turn, turn, turn)

There is a season (turn, turn, turn)

And a time for every purpose, under heaven

 

A time of love, a time of hate

A time of war, a time of peace

A time you may embrace, a time to refrain from embracing

 

To everything (turn, turn, turn)

There is a season (turn, turn, turn)

And a time for every purpose, under heaven

 

A time to gain, a time to lose

A time to rend, a time to sew

A time to love, a time to hate

A time for peace, I swear it's not too late

 

5

“Until the End of the World"

by U2 

Haven't seen you in quite a while.

I was down the hold, just passing time.

Last time we met was a low-lit room

We were as close together as a bride and groom.

We ate the food, we drank the wine

Everybody having a good time.

Except you.

You were talking about the end of the world.

 

I took the money, I spiked your drink

You miss too much these days if you stop to think.

You led me on with those innocent eyes

You know I love the element of surprise.

In the garden I was playing the tart

I kissed your lips and broke your heart.

You.

You were acting like it was the end of the world.

 

In my dream, I was drowning my sorrows

But my sorrows they learned to swim

Surrounding me, going down on me

Spilling over the brim

Waves of regret and waves of joy.

I reached out for the one I tried to destroy.

You.

You said you'd wait till the end of the world.

 

 


Sometime after midnight I gave up trying to sleep in the armored truck. It was kind of warm, as promised, but uncomfortable. I had thought after sleeping in the front seat of the Beast so much I would be fine, but the minimal reclining made a big difference. After some fitful sleep I got out, wandered over to the picnic bench at our camp site, and, despite the frigid temperature, started reading.

With my flashlight and the papers held in close I had thought I would finish reading the entries Kris had handed me a couple days before. I flipped quickly through the collection of song lyrics she had labeled ‘psalms,’ but after that I found the cold overwhelming, and reading by flashlight like that was uncomfortable, so instead I tucked away the pages and tried to resettle myself.

I hugged my arms and stretched out my legs, which had been cramped in the truck and pulled in to bundle up tight out here. It seemed I would have to try the tent and hope that would be warm enough. I imagined it would be warmer if Kris joined me, but she was fast asleep in the back of the armored truck, curled up in a ball that did not look comfortable yet nevertheless had her snoozing peacefully.

The locals, I noticed, kept a pretty stringent guard patrol on their campsite. In the light of a near-full moon I saw some of them, walking the perimeter with flashlights of their own. It stoked my own sense of paranoia, imagining they must have good reason for a vigilant watch. I worried this place could be the target of bandits. I wondered if there was actual experience there, if anything like that had ever happened, or if these locals just worried themselves as part of some post-apocalyptic fantasy they were living out. Either way I sat up some, my rifle within reach, and tried to keep a vigil of my own.

As such I noticed right away when a figured emerged from toward the center of the campground, moving quickly without a light of his own and keeping to the shadows. He was moving right toward me, and as he got closer I saw he was carrying a crossbow with him. It occurred to me this had to be Logan, a suspicion that was confirmed when he noticed me, tucked away in the shadows myself.

“Greg?” he spoke at a whisper.

“Good morning,” I said.

Logan rushed over, continuing in a hushed voice. “Greg, what are you doing here?”

“Stretching my legs. I couldn’t sleep.”

“Greg, we have to get out of here.”

“What?”

“This camp, we have to leave. Right now.”

“What? Why?”

“These people are going to attack us. Come on.” With that he started moving again, into our little camp area. I just sat there, dumbfounded, watching as he went.

After a few steps Logan realized I was not following him. He spun around, rushed back, and grabbed my arm, hauling me to my feet.

“Right fucking now,” he spoke in a whispered shout. “Let’s move.”

With that I found myself reacting, on the move before I had a chance to think. I rushed to the truck and woke Kris. She uncurled herself like a cat and looked at me bleary eyed even as I tripped over words trying to say we needed to leave. I was not sure she understood what I said, but I did not wait for a reply.

Logan moved to wake the Fischers, creating a rustling as he expunged them all from their tent. Even before they could all get out Logan started breaking the tent down.

I might have thought in our urgency we would be abandoning the tents, but seeing Logan do this prompted me to follow suit. I rushed over to the two-person tent Kris and I had considered using. I did not bother pulling sleeping backs out of it, instead just yanking out the support rods and wadding the whole mass up so I could toss it in the back of the pickup.

Grant, who had been sharing the four-person tent with the Fischer family, seemed to have woken to alertness ahead of the others. He rushed over to the jeep to wake the Alfas. Logan, meanwhile, left the Fischers to finish with the tents as he headed to the Beast.

At the front end of camp, next to our armored truck, Kris stood, watching all this. I pivoted around, seeing what else needed to be done, but it looked like we had unloaded nothing other than the tents. I moved back toward Kris, thinking I might jump into the armored truck and get it running. At the same time I kept looking around, trying to spot camp patrols or signs of something else going down.

Emerging from the shadows toward the center of camp came Austin. Behind him was Abby, carrying a camping backpack larger than herself and a duffle bag slung over one shoulder. Both of these were stuffed full, resulting in her walking at a belabored clip as she tried to keep up.

“Kris,” Austin said to her in a hushed voice. “We need to go.”

“What is happening?” she asked.

“We’re in danger here.”

“From our hosts?” Kris asked with a pointed stare toward Abby, who had just arrived to join in the conversation.

“They plan to attack just before dawn,” Abby said.

Kris looked between the two of them, now wide-eyed and fully awake. “Who is they?”

“I overhead some of them talking when I was taking a piss, just before everyone turned in,” Austin said. “At least three of them. They talked about moving tonight. Said something about striking while they still had the chance. That was one of them, the others disagreed, thought it was premature, wanted to get things in order.”

“Did they say specifically what they were planning?”

“Not at all. I got the impression they didn’t need to because they had talked about it many times before.”

“They definitely have,” Abby said. “I heard Scott and some others arguing last night. They were talking about doing ‘it’ and maybe even doing ‘it’ tonight, as in last night, before ‘they suspected anything.’ Stuff like that.” She made aggressive air quotes around some of these comments.

“They were talking about doing something last night?” Kris asked. “Before we got here?”

“We were here,” Austin pointed to himself and to the pickup. “They got a look at the food stash we have.”

“We said we’d share it with them.”

“It goes a lot further with a dozen less stomachs.”

Kris hesitated, glancing toward me with a fraught look I had rarely seen from her, even during her days in prison.

“Kris,” approaching from behind, Logan reached out and touched her arm to draw her attention. “Kris. We should get moving.”

Now her unsettling look refocused on Logan. It seemed to freeze him in place for a second, the soldier’s expression contorting, as if he were having some PTSD inspired flashback.

“Kris,” Logan shook it off and took a step closer to her. “They’re going to kill us.”

“Are we sure about that? Also, I still don’t know who ‘they’ is, specifically.”

“It’s these people, this survivalist group.”

“What I just heard was there was an argument among them about what to do.”

“There’s more,” Abby took a lurching step forward, back in to the conversation. “When Austin told me what he’d overheard earlier tonight I went looking.” She stopped abruptly, as if hoping that explanation was enough.

“What did you find?” Kris asked.

“I, um,” she took a deep breath. “I spoke with a couple of the guys. They didn’t want to admit it at first but I got it out of them. They’re intending to attack at dawn.”

“They told you this?”

“They did. I don’t know how many of them. It’s not everybody, just a few of them, but they plan to take you by surprise, surround this clearing and pick people off, starting with the ones in the tent. They’ve got some blinds set up out in the trees,” she pointed in the general direction of the clearing where Kris and I had watched the stars earlier that night. “Good sniper positions.”

“What does your Uncle Kyle think of this?”

“He doesn’t know. I couldn’t get to him. He’d gone to bed by that point and the others were watching me. They said,” she paused for another heavy sigh. “They said they would do it with or without my blessing, but if I got in the way.” After that Abby just trailed off.

Even as she spoke Logan was scanning the perimeter of our camp. “We gotta get the fuck out of here now,” he said.

“It sounds like not all of them agree with this,” Kris said. “If we could talk to Kyle . . .”

“They won’t listen to him,” Abby said. “Just like they won’t listen to me. These guys are serious. If we drag Kyle in he’ll just have the same bad choices. Either kill the plotters or kill us, or get killed himself.”

“Us?” Austin asked.

I could not quite read Abby’s expression in the dark, but I could sense desperation in her voice as she continued. “I was hoping I could go with you.”

Kris tilted her head in a perplexed look. “You wanna go with us?”

“If you’ll let me.”

A lot of glances got exchanged among the rest of us. “Why?” I asked.

“Because if you leave they’ll know I told you.” Looking straight at me I could now see the distress in her eyes. “Even if I stay and don’t get killed I’ve lost. They won’t listen to me anymore. Matt, their ringleader, is a bully, he’s the one that keeps pressing Scott to ‘go to ground’, take up highway robbery. He wants to be in charge, keeps asking for new votes. He’s committed too much to back down now. Once they kill all of you and take your supplies Matt will say he did something to get us through the winter while Uncle Kyle and Scott and myself would have just let us starve. I won’t be able to keep him in check anymore. He’ll run this place.”

“If we could talk to everyone,” Kris said. “I’m sure they don’t want a bully taking charge, right? Most of your group isn’t in favor of this, so . . .”

“Kris!” Logan hissed out the word and spoke in a rush. “It’s too late. They’re moving to attack us now! If we try to raise the camp they’ll attack prematurely. If we don’t leave now this ends in a gunfight with dead on both sides.”

She did not have an answer for this. In the gap in the conversation I managed to insert my own question to Abby. “You said they were watching you?”

“They are. They’re watching Uncle Kyle’s place too. They think I’m asleep over in the women’s wing. I had to have Austin help me smuggle my stuff out.”

“If they realize you’re gone,” Logan asked as a leading question.

“They’ll know I came to tell Kyle. Or warn you.”

“How many of them, these plotters, are there?” I asked.

“I don’t know. Five or six, at least.”

“Could we take on that many?” I asked Logan. “If we had the jump on them?”

“They’re already prepared,” he said. “We’d be in a firefight. How many of our dead are you willing to accept?” He asked the question toward me, though he looked at Kris as he spoke.

“It’s at least five or six,” Austin emphasized, “and if it gets much more than that they become a majority of the camp.”

“If we start shooting at them,” Abby said, “we’ll have the entire camp coming for us pretty quick.”

Kris stared at her intently as she said this, then slowly turned to make eye contact with Austin, Logan, and finally myself. At last she closed her eyes and nodded gently.

“Okay,” she whispered. “Okay, let’s get out of here.” I thought she might actually start crying as she turned away toward the armored truck.

“Um,” Abby stepped forward, and we all stared at her.

“Yes?” Austin asked.

“So, can I come?”

“Of course,” Kris was almost inaudible as she spoke, pointing toward the passenger door on the armored truck. “Hop on in.”

Right away Logan was back in action. “Greg, make sure everyone else is good to go, then you’re with me, we’ll lead the way out. Austin, you’re in the Beast at the back of the convoy.”

I rushed over to check on the others. Brandon and Noah were in their pickup, all buttoned up and ready. At the jeep I found five people, the Alfa’s, Hannah, and Grant, messing around, getting the back seats propped back upright and stuffing things aboard, including a wad of sleeping bags and tent material.

“We have to go,” I said to them, my voice almost breaking above a whisper. “Now!” I grabbed the wadded up tent and sleeping bag Grant was struggling with and shoved this into his hands. “Ride in the Beast,” I said to him, pointing emphatically. It had been a long time since I used my prison guard voice, and it did not come naturally. Still, Grant had heard me use that voice before and responded with a little jump before scrambling off.

“Everyone else on board,” I said, moving one hand in a horizontal circle to indicate moving out. “Let’s go.”

Rushing back I found Logan standing beside the driver’s door of the Beast, talking with Lucas. When he saw me approach he gave a nod, patted the door underneath Lucas, and started into a run himself. He pointed to the shotgun side of the armored truck, indicating where I should go.

As we got in Logan shot a glance at the girls in the back. Abby looked frightened, Kris despondent. I reached back toward her, twisting an arm behind myself to offer a hand. She hesitated, but then gave it a quick, gentle squeeze.

“There’s no sneaking out with the Beast,” Logan said. “As soon as that diesel engine starts it’s waking the whole camp. Everyone be ready.”

Logan got our own, quiet electric engine started and the headlights flipped on. They created a stark image of the campground right in front of us while casting away the rest of our surroundings into darkness.

From there Logan had no hesitation. He slammed us forward, racing faster than seemed safe onto the meandering campground road. I had my window down and my rifle braced in my lap. A blast of cold air hit me as we started moving, and a second later I heard the engines behind us tear through the quiet night.

I could spot flashlights shining throughout the camp, but otherwise could discern no coherent activity. Before I could think further we were rounding a bend and coming up to the main campground gate.

The gate itself was a short, thin metal frame closed across the road. Next to this stood a man dressed in camouflage, looking like nothing more than an older version of the teenager who had first greeted us at this gate the day before. Unlike that first guard this one stood out in the open, but still I would not have seen him had he not been highlighted directly in our headlights. He stood there, rifle slung low, staring in bewilderment.

Logan waved to him and made a little gesture, to prompt him to get going on opening the gate as if there was nothing unusual about us racing out in the middle of the night. The guard just stared for a few more seconds, his expression blank. Then he turned and started to move toward the interior of the camp.

“Fuck.” Logan did not hesitate. He slammed on the accelerator, sending the armored truck plowing into the gate.

Fortunately it was a gate that swung open outward, and was held closed by just a rusted latch that gave way in front of us like it was open road. The gate flung open with a loud clank as we went careening through and out onto the crumbling pavement of the main road.

Logan did not let this slow him down, hanging a hard right and sending us bouncing away. “Get ready!” he shouted to me.

I was ready, sitting crouched low in my seat, my rifle propped up on the open window. I braced myself to start hearing bullets hailing against the side of the truck.

Instead nothing happened. We bounced away through the night.

“We still have everyone with us?” Logan asked.

I tried to see in the rear view mirror, but it was difficult to discern in the darkness. Instead I poked my head out to look back. I could not see the actual vehicles, but I spotted three sets of headlights, jarring and rocking their way along the rough road.

“Three vehicles back there,” I said.

With that Logan let up on the speed. He was no longer outrunning his headlights, so he was able to navigate around the potholes and cracks in the road, making the journey a lot smoother. We continued down this road like that for several minutes in silence. I rolled up my window and turned the cabin heat on.

“So, um,” I said, taking time to slow my heart and find my words. “Do we know where we’re going?”

Logan did not respond, his eyes and body gripped with focus on the road right in front of us. I turned to look at the girls behind me, but both of them just had pale stares. I could tell if I tried to ask again I would lose my grip and start stuttering incoherently. So instead I let myself settle into my seat as we rode on in silence.

*     *     *

The sun was rising by the time we got off the rundown country roads and back onto a real highway. The next stop we reached was a gas station just outside a small town. Logan pulled over only to find the gas station itself abandoned. Still, he stopped and got out, prompting the whole group to do the same.

“So what in the world happened back there?” Jake asked. Even on his damaged face I could see the bafflement at our situation, reflected by the rest of his carload.

“They planned to attack us,” Logan said. “Right before dawn, they were going to ambush us, kill us and take our food supply.”

“They?” Charlotte asked.

“The folks running that camp.”

“Some of them were,” Abby said, “and more than your food I think they wanted your vehicles.”

“Our vehicles?” Lucas asked. He looked ragged and bloodshot, leaning against the front of the Beast with sunlight just breaking on his face.

“A nice variety of working vehicles would have let them set themselves up as highwaymen. Right now Scott’s old hatchback is the only reliable car we have. That’s the main excuse Uncle Kyle has to put off the guys that think we should take up banditry.”

“So I’m still confused,” Charlotte said. “Your Uncle Kyle wasn’t in favor of becoming bandits, but he wanted to steal our stuff so they could become bandits?”

“No, Uncle Kyle wasn’t part of this plan. It was Matt and some of the others.”

“So just some of the people,” Veronica asked, “some of your group wanted to attack us?”

“Uh-huh.”

Veronica was standing next to Lucas, squinting into the rising sunbeams but otherwise looking a lot more awake and pulled together. “What about the rest of your group? What did they think?”

“They didn’t know. It was a secret plot.”

“This was a coup attempt,” Logan said. “They were going to take us out, depose Abby as their leader, rally or intimidate everyone else into line.”

“A coup attempt?” Crazy Ian asked. “Isn’t that overly dramatic for a small group or survivalists living in the woods?”

“Call it whatever you want,” Abby said, “that’s an accurate description. Except it was Uncle Kyle they were deposing, not me.”

“I thought you were in charge,” Logan said.

She grimaced and looked away. “No, Uncle Kyle is our leader. Or was, who knows what’s happening back there right now.”

“Wait, really?” I blurted without thinking. Everyone looked at me and I realized I needed to continue. “They made it sound like you were the one in charge there last night.”

Abby sighed and gave me a distant look. “I was with my uncle when we first fled to the woods a few years ago. I convinced him and some of the people we met up there to band together, to form that little community. I convinced them to do a lot of things, even if it felt like pulling teeth a lot of the time. I convinced them we should vote for leaders, but whenever we voted it was Uncle Kyle everyone voted for.”

“Really?” Kris asked.

This got a shrug that was somehow even more despondent then her expression. “A lot of those guys, even the ones who weren’t the post-apocalyptic warlord wannabes, they were the kind of guys who were never going to vote for a woman for anything. Uncle Kyle was our official leader, even if I came up with the ideas and plans and convinced everyone to go along.”

All of us fell silent with that, the sun fully breaking over the horizon and lighting up our little group and the sad, desolate truck stop around us.

“So when did you decide you were going to leave that place?” Austin asked of Abby.

“Huh?” she broke from some reverie to look up at him.

“I know you came with us because it was now or never, but I saw you already had your bags packed and ready to go. When did you decide you were going to leave?”

She hesitated and sighed. “I’ve been trying to get out of that place for years now.”

“Out of that camp?” Kris asked.

“Uh-huh.”

“Why did you want to leave?”

“Because that place is miserable. It’s freezing cold half the year, there’s never enough to eat, and the male to female ratio is way skewed against me.”

“Isn’t that kind of a good thing?” Crazy Ian asked.

“Pfff.” She turned away. “Maybe you would like being in some place surrounded by older women . . .”

“It honestly doesn’t sound too bad.”

“Well it’s different for girls.”

“Did they,” Kris started to ask.

“No, they never actually did anything criminal. They got violent sometimes though. Ugly shouting matches and threats and, you know, implied stuff.”

“At you?”

“At me, at each other. If I hadn’t been their leader’s niece it might have been different. It would have been. I don’t know if any of you met Josephine, for example.”

“I did,” I said. “She was directing us when we hauled in water yesterday.”

“There were some nights early on when some of the guys were drunk, and, um . . .”

“I won’t mind if you skip the details.”

She looked at me and nodded.

“If you really wanted to leave why did it take you years?” Kris asked.

“Because Uncle Kyle needed me. I thought they all needed me. Needed my help, you know, keeping the group together. Otherwise I would have.” Abby stopped, gathering her thoughts. “They were boys playing at scouts, they weren’t really prepared to live off the land. We never really were living off the land, I was always making runs in to town to get supplies.”

“Where did you get the money for that?” Hannah asked.

“My brother. He’s been helping out.”

“How did you end up with those guys in the first place?” Veronica asked.

She sighed before looking back at us. “My uncle, of course. He’d become convinced the world was gonna end. He hadn’t gotten hardcore about it, but he was always talking about it. Anyway, I was unemployed at the time, again, and I had to move back in with him. I’d only been there a few months when the whole Russian cyber-attack thing happened and he decided to run for the hills. I’ve been ‘living off the land’ with him ever since.” The air quotes she made here with her fingers were aggressively sarcastic. “If I hadn’t convinced him otherwise we would have stayed on our own instead of joining up with those others. Maybe that would have been better.”

“Probably not,” Logan said. “You’d most likely be dead.”

“Yeah. You sound like you speak from experience.”

“There were plenty of survivalist guys in the town I’m from as well. Or I should say, there use to be. I know because I use to roll with the local sheriff’s department turned highwayman gang. We pretty well cleared out all the loner types.”

“Yeah. So, you know. Like he kind of told you last night, they’re all too stubborn and embarrassed to admit that they were wrong and the world hasn’t ended and that they can go back to civilization whenever they want. I think some of them prefer to pretend it doesn’t exist at all anymore. They let me drive the car out on supply runs because they don’t want to acknowledge their mistake. At least that’s what I think.”

Abby looked around at all of us, her gaze at last landing on Kris. “I was gonna leave before this winter started. Winters have been bad. Getting enough food stocked away,” she frowned and shook her head, “it’s really difficult. But there was always something else to do, you know, just get this one last thing done and then I’m taking off. I’ve been telling myself that for three months now.”

Another pause in which she looked away, shaking her head again, this time in frustration. “God, those men. So fucking stupid sometimes. They’ve been having this argument forever, should they resort to banditry, rob people on the roads for the food they need. It’s so stupid. They don’t know the first thing about being bandits. They’d get themselves killed if they tried.”

“They seemed competent enough to me,” Crazy Ian said.

“I’m sure they can all handle a gun, but that doesn’t make them some elite commando unit. Truthfully, tell me, if they had attacked you guys what would have happened?”

“If they’d gotten the drop on us?” Logan asked. “I’m sure they’d have taken us out.”

“Would they have all survived themselves?”

“Doubtful.”

“That’s my point. They’d be a bunch of boys playing war. Some of them I think may have already resorted to some banditry or, at least, attacking lone survivalist they might have come across in the woods, that sort of thing, so they know what it means to kill, but none of them have any idea what it would be like to actually take casualties. Anyway, that’s been the argument. Uncle Kyle has always been against it, but some others think it’s the only option, and each winter the number who think that way goes up. That’s another reason I decided I was getting out this year. Before I got involved in something I might regret.”

Kris nodded to this, and we fell silent again.

“So what happens now?” Brandon asked. “Do we know where we’re going?”

Logan answered even as he shook his head. “Chicago? That was where we planned to head after the new year.”

“We still need a place to hide out for another month then.”

“Abby?” Kris turned back to her. “You had been planning to leave that camp. Did you know where you were going to go?”

She did not hesitate in her response. “My brother.”

“The one who’s been helping out?”

“Yes. Are you,” she looked around at all of us, “do you all need a place to stay?”

“I’ve run out of contacts,” Austin said. “Ethan’s whole network has been crumbling ever since the crackdown at the beginning of summer. I don’t have any safe houses left between here and the main interstate checkpoints.”

“Does your brother have space for fifteen people?” Kris asked.

“Actually he does.”

“Really?” Logan asked. She nodded emphatically in reply. “Is he rich or something?”

“Like you wouldn’t believe.” Abby sounded almost forlorn as she said this.

Among the rest of us though there were some surprised glances exchanged. “Do you think he’d be willing to take us in for a few weeks?” Kris asked.

“He’s never been able to say no to his little sister.”

“Well shit,” Austin said. “Sounds good to me.”

“Should we be suspicious of this at all?” I asked.

This got all of them turning towards me. “Why?” Kris asked.

“Well, new girl rushes up and asks to join us, then suggests we go to some particular place. So, um, I don’t know . . .”

“So instead of attacking us in the night at their camp,” Logan said, “these survivalists launch some scheme to lure us into a trap in the next state over?”

“I had been waiting for you to suggest the possibility,” I said to him.

“It sounds too convoluted even for me.”

“You guys,” Abby stared at us in horror, “you, actually think I’m going to betray you?”

“I don’t,” Kris said.

“Neither do I.” Logan held her gaze.

“I was only suggesting it because I thought Logan was about too,” I said.

“Way too elaborate,” Logan said. “Unless, this brother of yours, he isn’t some survivalist type as well, is he?”

“No. He’s an investment banker, actually.”

“Oh great. It is a trap.”

*     *     *

There was no actual place to buy diesel fuel anywhere along our route, but fortunately we had stocked up back in the commerce zone and had some gas cans filled with it. Lucas topped off the Beast with one of these, then promptly got back on board and went to sleep.

We did find an open café in town where we got breakfast while Abby recharged her mobile and accessed the wifi to get a text off to her brother. He did not respond right away.

After the previous night most of the group was ready to collapse, and once we got going again and rolling in self-driving mode several of us did just that. I felt bad for the Fischers in their dumb pickup, though they said they had planned for this and would be switching off driving and sleeping.

Even Logan, once we were in self-driving mode, nodded off a little. As the day grew full I glanced back to see the girls both fast asleep in the back as well.

I resolved to stay awake, at least while Logan slept, and so was the first to notice something ahead as we at last approached the interstate.

“Hey, uh, Logan,” I said, jostling him awake and pointing out the front window. “What is this up ahead?”

He stirred, then right away was focused on where I was pointing, grabbing the wheel  even as the self-driving system started slowing us down. A short line of cars was stuck at some kind of checkpoint.

“What the fuck?” Logan said, looking around. We were surrounded by snowy fields in all directions. “Why is there a checkpoint in the middle of fucking nowhere?”

“Did we not expect any?”

“When we picked up the replacement gear casing, the guy there said there weren’t any more checkpoints in the state outside Indianapolis. Austin thought the same thing.”

“Could it be part of some crackdown?” I said.

“That doesn’t make any sense. Crackdown on what?”

“On people going west?”

“Could they be looking for us in particular?” Kris asked. I turned to see that both Abby and her had woken and were stretching out even as they angled forward for a look at the checkpoint ahead.

“Looking for us?” Abby asked with sudden apprehension.

“Our group, I mean? This truck.”

“Okay, let’s not panic here,” Logan said. “Approach like past checkpoints. We’re aid workers, heading to Chicago with medicine and supplies.”

“Is there a checkpoint at all?” Abby asked, rolling her window down to poke her head out. Doing so she found got her no better view but a blast of cold air, ending that experiment. “I can’t see, but maybe it’s just a bit of traffic, from a wreck or something.”

“No, I can see something up there,” Kris said. “Looks like military trucks on the side of the road.”

A moment later we had rolled far enough forward to get a better look at the actual checkpoint. It was nothing more than some armored vehicles partly blocking the road, just short of the actual interchange with the interstate. They were allowing cars through one at a time.

“Look.” Logan pointed to a flag flying above one of the vehicles. It was the Ohio state flag with an Ohio State University red and grey ‘O’ in place of the field of stars.

“Oh, it’s these guys again,” I said.

“Who?” Abby asked.

“The call themselves the New Ohio Army.” Logan turned around in his seat, shooting disgusted looks at all of us. “Don’t ask me why.”

“What do they want?”

“Who knows?”

“They have some kind of computer,” Kris said.

“Artificial intelligence,” Logan said.

“Sure. Some advanced thing, and apparently the governor of Ohio has handed over control of the state to them.”

“There’s a computer running the state?” Abby asked.

“From what we’ve heard,” Logan said. “Last time we saw them they told us the border was closed and we had to turn around.”

“If they’re the New Ohio Army running the state of Ohio?” Abby angled and leaned forward for a better view, “what are they doing in Indiana?”

“I have no idea.”

It turned out to be another long, tedious checkpoint wait. At one point we were sitting stationary long enough that I got out with Kris and we walked back to the other vehicles in our convoy, checking in with everybody. Lucas was spent after the previous night and had gone to sleep in the back while Grant manned the wheel. Brandon was exhausted and Noah still asleep, so they traded around and let Hannah move over from the Beast and drive for awhile. Jake was nervous and impatient about the delay.

It was apparent, once we got closer to the front of the line, that they were not turning away every vehicle like they did during our first encounter. Some cars we saw move on down the road, while others drove into the median and headed back the way they came. These paramilitary guys had a similar checkpoint set up on the opposite side of the highway as well, though no traffic was coming from that direction.

Near the front of the line the traffic necked down to a single lane. As we got to this point one of the camo-fatigue wearing soldiers strolled down to our truck. Unlike our first encounter with the New Ohio Army this guy looked military. Instead of an off-putting smile he had close cropped hair and a long, punchable face. He carried with him a Browning submachine gun, a weapon I recognized as being an Army standard. The gun remained low against his chest, one hand on the grip, ready to bring it up in an instant.

The soldier kept a few paces back while Logan rolled down the window. “Afternoon folks,” the soldier said. I noticed his uniform, like those of all the men here, did not look like a uniform at all but just some generic camouflage print outdoor gear. It did at least have their new flag-emblem patch sewn onto one shoulder. “You traveling with anyone else here today?” He gestured up and down the line of cars.

“Yeah, we got the next three back,” Logan gestured.

“A-ight. So look, here’s the deal. Beyond this point you’re entering area under the jurisdiction of the New Ohio Authority.”

“You say we’re leaving Indiana?”

“No, sir, just this area is under different jurisdiction. If that doesn’t suit you, just hang a bitch right here in this dugout like ya see there, head on back no questions asked. If still wanna go on, we’re gonna have to check your vehicles for explosives.”

“Explosives? Why?”

“Those are the orders.”

“Do those orders come from a computer?”

“They come from central. That’s all you or I need to know. You plan on going on?”

Logan glanced ahead. From what we had been seeing this inspection involved looking under the cars and passing around them with some kind of sensor. I wondered if it was a Geiger counter; if perhaps they were looking for a stray nuke. Either way they did not seem to be searching inside any of the vehicles, though as far as we had seen they had also not encountered any enclosed trucks like ours.

I knew Logan was making this same calculus. He turned back to the soldier. “Yeah, we’re going on.”

“Alright. Just wait here then. Go ahead and let your friends know,” he gestured down the line.

“Can I ask you something else?”

He was already turning away but stopped now. “Yeah, I’ll give you one.”

“If you guys are the New Ohio Army, why are you here in Indiana?”

This got us a toothy, overbearing grin. “We’re keeping the peace,” he said. “Someone has to.”

“Did a computer tell you to do that too?”

“Maybe it did. Ain’t much different than if some fuckface bureaucrat told us to do it.” With that he walked away.

It took another half an hour to get to the front of the line. It was not clear what was taking so long, as after each inspection the vehicle would sit there forever while the soldiers disappeared into a van for an extended period. I was not sure if they were analyzing something or just taking a break to fuck with us. We speculated a lot on this point while we waited.

When we got to the front of the line we were approached by some type of officer. He wore something that approximated a blue officer uniform. It looked more Navy to me, though for all I knew he found it in a costume store. It had no insignia ranks or badges of any kind save the New Ohio flag emblem on the shoulders and a name tag on the left breast.

“Good afternoon,” the officer said.

“Good afternoon,” Logan said with affected cheer.

“Sir, I’m gonna need you to open the back of your truck for inspection.”

“Can’t.”

“What?”

“Can’t open it.”

“Sir, this isn’t a question. If you don’t submit to inspection we can’t let you past this checkpoint.”

Logan tossed a hand and shook his head. “I wish I could help ya. We can’t open the back. It’s locked.”

“There’s a combination lock on the back sir,” a soldier reported to the officer.

“Right,” Logan said. “We don’t know the combination.”

“Son, do you expect me to believe that?”

“I suppose I do. This is a secure transport. It’s a safety measure. Cashier does not know combination to safe.”

“And just where are you going with this secure transport?”

“Chicago. We’re with the Red Cross. The people we’re meeting there have the combination.”

“Uh-huh. And what is back there then?”

“Medicine. Drugs. Some supplies, but the medicine’s the reason it’s locked up. Some expensive, hard to get stuff.”

“And what about the rest of your vehicles here?”

“What about them? Nothing special in them. Supplies, food. Volunteers.”

“Wait here.”

With that he headed off to the van parked in the median nearby. As he did the crew with the sensor started running it along the side of the truck, like we had seen them do with each vehicle before us.

“What are you scanning for?” Logan asked.

“Quiet.”

On the other side Kris rolled down her window and leaned out to talk to a solider idly standing guard. “Um, hi. Hello, excuse me. Can I ask you something?”

He arched his eyebrows at her in reply.

“You guys are part of the New Ohio Army right?”

“Yes ma’am.”

“Is it true that you have a computer in charge of everything?”

“It is, yes ma’am.”

“It makes all the decisions?”

The soldier scrunched up his face in thought. “Not exactly. It more just gives advice.”

“But people still make the decisions?”

“Kind of. From what I’ve heard they give it priorities or whatever and the computer comes up with options, or something like that.”

“Have you ever seen this computer?”

“No, ma’am.”

“Did you know that a computer was helping to run things when you volunteered for this army?”

“I’m not a volunteer ma’am. They pay us.”

“Oh, sure. But you knew a computer was in charge?”

“Oh yeah.”

“Did that seem like a good idea?”

“I think so,” he smiled. “Computers do a lot of things better. Think about how fewer car crashes there are with self-driving cars. And it’s not like the humans in charge of government were doing an awesome job. Look at what a fucked up mess they’ve made of everything. You know, there was a power outage in Indianapolis just after Thanksgiving that they still haven’t fixed? That’s why we’re here, the whole government of Indiana fled, nobody knows where they are.”

“So you guys came out here to keep the peace and clear out bandits and things like that?”

“All of the above, yes ma’am, those are our orders.”

“Do you get your orders straight from the computer?”

“I get mine from my commanding officer. Like I say, I’ve never actually seen the whole computer, AI setup.”

“So you think this AI is doing a good job though?”

“Definitely. You know, from what I’ve heard, they programmed it so it takes everyone’s welfare into account, instead of just the rich people like usual politicians.”

“And it’s done that?’

“Definitely. I mean, get this. To recruit people, it offered everyone who joined to get a full year’s salary, no matter when they joined, paid just before the new year.”

“A whole year’s salary?”

“Uh-huh,” his grin widened. “I signed up just about a month ago. Get paid weekly, then get the rest of the past year’s salary at the end of the year. It’s an awesome deal.”

“How can it, or whoever, how can they afford that?”

“I don’t know. I’ve heard the computer’s doing all kinds of stuff with banking as well, or something.” He shrugged.

“So if I signed up right now and worked a few weeks I’d get paid for a whole year?”

“Yes ma’am, that’s how it works.”

“Aren’t you worried people will just sign up, collect the bonus, then leave?”

“I guess they might. But with the economy the way it is, who’s gonna leave a good paying job like this?”

“I guess so. Isn’t it unfair though to the people who signed up at the beginning of the year?”

“Well, as far as I know this has only been a thing for the last six months, so that’d be nobody. You’re right though, it’s not totally fair, but it helps out people, right? Life’s not fair. Better to help people out than be fair, in my opinion.”

“Yeah,” Kris nodded. “I think so too. Thanks for talking with me.”

“Oh, my pleasure ma’am, any time. Are you folks part of the Red Cross?”

“Yeah, that’s right. We’re meeting people in Chicago. We’re delivering medicine there.”

“Good for you. Good luck.”

She rolled up the window and turned to look at the rest of us. On the other side of the truck the officer had emerged from his van, started to walk over, then gotten waylaid speaking with another officer type in a similar blue, nondescript uniform.

“Letting an AI run things, huh?” Logan said. “Seems like the kind of thing that would end in tragedy.”

“They’re putting their faith in it,” Kris said with a shrug. “Doesn’t seem any worse than putting your faith in something else unseen and unknowable. Maybe it’ll work out for ‘em.”

“Was that sarcasm?”

“Not at all. I hope it does work out for them.”

“Kris?” Abby said. “Can I ask you something else?”

“Yeah?”

“Last night. You asked me if I’d ever convinced anybody that God exists with my story, you know, about praying for my first job.”

“Yeah?”

“I was wondering. Have you ever convinced anybody? I mean, has anything you said ever convinced anybody there isn’t a God or whatever, if they weren’t already convinced?”

“I was never trying to convince anybody.” She turned and shot a glance toward me. “But now that you mention it, I actually have.”

“Huh.”

“Why do you ask?”

“Because when you first said that to me it made me realize I never really talk to anybody who doesn’t already believe. Obviously I don’t meet many people at all nowadays, but even before I never really talked to people who didn’t already agree. You took that opportunity just now to talk to someone about what he believed.”

“They weren’t talking about beliefs,” Logan said.

“Except they kind of were,” Abby said. “Weren’t they?”

“Maybe,” Kris said. “I don’t know how strongly any of those guys out there believe. Some of them are probably just getting paid.”

“Either way,” Abby said. “I think I want to tell my story to more people. I want to see how many end up believing. Or at least, getting something from my story, you know? Is that stupid?”

“Not at all.”

“It’s kind of stupid,” Logan said. He turned back toward her and smiled. “Kind of, you know, but no more stupid than anything we’re doing.”

Before we could say anything further the lead officer started again toward us, and Logan rolled down his window. “Okay then,” the officer said. “Sir, you say you’re with the Red Cross?”

“That is correct.”

“Do you have some way to prove it?”

Immediately Logan produced a computer tablet loaded with the fake Red Cross credentials we got in Louisville. The officer took it, examined it, flipped through some of the documentation, handed it to a nearby soldier. Then he stared impatiently while the soldier did the exact same thing. At last the soldier produced some kind of bar code scanner and ran it on some of the pages in the document. He handed it back to the officer with a nod.

“Checks out sir.”

“Okay then.” The officer handed the tablet back to Logan. “You people are free to go. Move along.”

“Move along then,” another soldier said, stepping up and waving us forward.

“Thank you sir.” Logan made a gesture as if to tip his non-existent hat to them.

All of us fell silent. I leaned out my own window and watched behind, waiting until all of our convoy was clear. By then our speed had picked up enough to create a biting cold wind. I quickly ducked back in and gave a thumbs up. “So that went well.”

“I really didn’t want to have to use the Red Cross story,” Logan said.

“Why did you then?” Abby asked.

“Those are the only credential we have. Fortunately these guys are basically just state troopers, not hooked into any GSA systems.”

Ahead we reached the freeway interchange and turned onto the interstate on-ramp. As we got up to speed Logan reached over to reset the self-driving system.

“Abby, are we going to run into any more checkpoints,” he asked.

“I have no idea.”

“I meant National Guard checkpoints. Once we reach Chicago.”

“Oh, no, no, my brother lives outside the martial law sector.”

Logan nodded and started pulling up screens on the central navigation pane. “Alright then, we should be cruising from here, so might as well give me his address.”

*     *     *

The outskirts of Chicago held an eerie calm in the winter dusk. Between spending so long slow rolling along broken pavement out of the national forest and then winding along potholed country roads and waiting at the checkpoint, it had taken us the whole day to finally reach the city.

After the New Ohio checkpoint we saw no more military activity. For that matter we barely saw much civilization, having only passed through a few sleepy, winter-locked towns on the interstate.

Once we got to the city itself though things started to seem odd. It was still daylight and there was still traffic on the streets and people out, but everything had a faded quality. It took me a while to notice that, as we drove along, some buildings were without power. They had signs that should have been backlit or should have had lights on in their windows that were just not there. Some buildings did have power though, and its absence varied block to block or even building to building next door in a pattern I could not discern.

Where we got off the freeway there was an intersection with its traffic light out. The self-driving system started to blink and sound an annoying, beeping warning, its sophisticated algorithms at last overwhelmed and unsure what to do. Logan though had already seized the wheel and was reaching to flip to manual control. He brought us to a stop at the sleepy intersection. The self-driving system would have been fine, it turned out, as there was no traffic at all other than ourselves.

Logan tapped at the center console, but it appeared the entire navigation system had gone offline, and the computer was unwilling to even pull up a map. “Okay then,” Logan said over his shoulder. “Where to next?”

Abby started directing us. We drove along a street lined with darkened warehouses and big, darkened store fronts before reaching a working traffic light. Beyond this was a neighborhood of hotels and restaurants that did have power. Turns onto side streets brought us through a residential area without electricity. Ranks of trees arching over the streets, that once must have made this neighborhood pleasant, now looked like dark, foreboding caverns. Adding to the unsettling tension was the occasional house that did have lights, perhaps from a generator or battery bank. Their porches were little lone pools of light in the darkening world.

Across a major thoroughfare all the houses had power, as did the streetlights just coming on, which now seemed surreal. So I was somehow not surprised when another working traffic light across another major thoroughfare brought us to a fortress.

A stylized, iron trelliswork fence separated the sidewalk along one side of this road from a little strip of manicured grass. Beyond the grass loomed a twenty-foot tall concrete wall. It looked like the giant sound walls built along freeways. Except in this case it had guard towers integrated into its structure at regular intervals. I could see some low red lights and pods of sensor equipment mounted atop these squat, square towers.

One side of this four-way intersection led right to the main gate. It looked like a set of metal blast doors, with a stylized relief pattern on the front that matched the trellis pattern in the front fence. A guard post was integrated into the base of one of the towers off to the side of the gate. Abby pointed us to this. Logan gave her a reticent look, but when the light turned green he drove us right up to the guard station.

The uniform the guard wore was blue with a corporate logo. It looked sharp and pressed, of higher quality than the one I got while working as a security guard for a major government agency. The rifle he carried though was the same issue as mine. The guard leaned out the little window as Logan pulled up. He had thick stubble on this face, bloodshot eyes, and a deep toneless voice. “Can I help you?”

“Yeah, um,” Abby rolled down her own window to speak to him. “Hi. We’re here to see my brother.”

“What’s his name?”

“Cameron Reese.”

“Does he know you’re coming?”

“No.”

“Hold on.”

He ducked back into his booth, sliding the window closed behind him.

“If this doesn’t work,” Logan said, looking around at us, “I recommend we head back to that strip of hotels we passed, hunker down there for the night.”

“Why wouldn’t this work?” Abby asked.

In reply he gestured at the edifice in front of us, the looming blast door and towering walls. “I assume they don’t just let anybody any here.”

“My brother will get us in.”

“If he’s home. If he’s not asleep. If the guard’s even calling him or just pretending right now and is about to tell us he wasn’t home and to get lost.”

Abby slunk back a little in her seat. I leaned out the window myself to look behind us. The Beast had crossed the intersection with us and now, with only so much driveway in front of the gate, had its end hanging out into cross traffic. The Fischer brothers had been smart enough to not enter the intersection and so waited through a green-light cycle on the far side. Fortunately, despite this being rush hour, there were few cars out on the road and we were thus not causing a traffic jam.

Looking back that way though I also caught sight of Kris in the back seat. Right away I pulled my head back in and twisted the other way for a better view. Kris sat behind me, staring blankly forward, her face pale except for a weird looking flush on her cheeks. Her breathing was unstable.

“Kris, are you okay?” I asked.

She started to speak but it came out only as a deeper breath. While still staring off into space she groped forward, reaching as if to steady herself. I caught one of her hands in mine, and immediately she was gripping my forearm with both hands. Even though she was sitting I felt like I was holding her upright.

After a few quick exhales her breathing slowed. She took one, long deep breath and turned toward Abby. “What did you say your brother’s name is?”

“Cameron?” Abby looked shocked. “Cameron Reese.”

“Cameron Reese the venture capitalist?”

“Um, yeah, I think. I always say he’s an investment banker, but I think that might be right. I’m not sure what he does.”

“Do you know him?” I asked of Kris.

She nodded slowly without looking at me.

I glanced over at Logan, who was watching all of this with a stare both skeptical and concerned. “So, um,” I stuttered a little. “Kris, do we need to go someplace else.”

“No,” she shook her head. After a bit of hesitation she turned to face me. “No, no, I’ll be okay.”

“Is there anything about this dude we should know?” Logan asked.

“He,” she hesitated again, avoiding eye contact. “Why ask me? I’m sure Abby knows him better than I do.”

“I’m starting to wonder if that’s true,” Abby said with wide eyes.

“Do you not want to talk about it?” I asked.

“No, no, it’s okay. I know Cameron, I knew him, back, before, you know,” she looked like she might hyperventilate again but once more got her breathing slowed. “I knew him when I worked for an escort service.”

“You were an escort?” Logan blurted this at a shout.

“A long time ago.”

“As in, an escort? A high-class prostitute?”

“Dude,” I protested to Logan.

“Is that not what an escort is?” he held out his hands in a defensive shrug.

“It’s okay Greg,” Kris patted my forearm that she was still gripping. “I’m not ashamed of it. To answer your question Logan, that’s not entirely what an escort is, but it is part of it.”

“You sure you’re okay?” I asked.

“I’ll be okay.”

“Do we need to worry about this Cameron guy?” Logan asked, twisting around more himself to glance between her and Abby. “Is he dangerous?”

“Not to you. I don’t know how I’ll feel about seeing him again.”

Our attention was diverted just then when the guard window slid open and he leaned out. “What did you say your name was?” he asked.

“It’s Abby,” she leaned out her window again. “His sister, Abby Reese.”

Without remark the guard closed back up his window.

After that we continued to wait. Cars on the main road had to change lanes to get around the Beast, and the Fischers and Alfas behind them pulled off to the side of the road. I was beginning to wonder if anything was going to happen at all. Logan had just mentioned having someone get out and go inform our other vehicles we were moving on, when there was a rumble from the giant door in front of us.

As the gate slid open we got a look at its thickness: a full foot at least, the whole thing moving on double rails. I had no idea what material the thing was made of, but it all seemed excessive and unnecessary.

It opened upon another world. Right in front of us the road split and swerved in either direction to loop around an oval, man-made lake. Despite the weather the lake was warm enough not to have frozen over. In fact it had, at its center, a fountain, still running at this time of year and lit from underneath by some spotlight.

Set back from the encircling road were a series of houses. Each was opulent and excessive, three-stories or more, set on massive lots such that they were just barely visible sticking above the trees that lined the street.

The whole tableau, fountain, lake, houses and tree-lined streets curving away, was framed perfectly through the now open gateway. Light spilling out from that gateway had increased the illumination in the street outside, like opening the fridge in a dark kitchen.

In the road in front of us, parked right by the interior side of the guard station, was a low-riding sports car, all gratuitous curves and seamless seals. Standing next to it was a man with a squat face and a bright look in his eyes. He waited until the gate had made its entire, slow journey to being fully open before he crossed the threshold and approached the truck.

“I told you he’d let us in,” Abby said even as she got out. The rest of us hesitated before deciding to get out as well.

Abby ran up and hugged her brother. Before they could say anything more though he looked up in surprise, staring almost through me to where Kris loitered slightly behind my bulk.

“Jade?” he asked.

“Hello,” she stepped forward and offered a slight wave.

“Jade?” Logan asked of Kris.

“What are you,” at the same time Cameron started to ask of Kris, but then turned to Abby to continue. “What is this?”

“Did you not get my text?” she asked.

“I did, I thought,” he looked up at Logan and myself, “I thought you meant you were coming eventually. Not right away.”

“I said we’d be here tonight.”

“I thought,” he paused and shook his head.

“Is this a bad time?”

“No, no, that’s okay,” he sounded reticent despite his words. “So Uncle Kyle and his survivalist buddies finally got tired of starving in the woods, huh?”

“No, they’re still up there.”

“Then, wait, sorry, who are these people?”

“They’re my friends. We met,” she now paused to look at us as well, glancing back toward the Beast, where Lucas was leaning out the window to try to listen in. “I can tell you the whole story when we get in. They’re Red Cross volunteers, heading out west.”

“Red Cross volunteers?”

“Right. They just need a place to stay for a few days.”

“Wait, you wanna all stay with me?”

“You have plenty of space. We can stay in the guest house. Unless you have guests right now, which I know you don’t so don’t try that excuse.”

Cameron looked up, locking eyes with Kris again. Then he at last turned beyond us, to the armored truck and the Beast.

“You’re traveling with an RV?”

“Volunteers,” Logan said. “We take what we can get.”

“I’m sure you do. Look, Abs, I can’t . . .”

“Are you really thinking about turning away your little sister?”

“I, well,” Cameron glanced behind him, hesitating.

“So you are turning us away?” She sounded genuinely shocked, which in turn surprised me given the conversation we had just had about not being let into this place.

“No, look,” Cameron put an arm around her and turned, the two of them walking away.

We took the hint and moved away ourselves, gathering around the driver’s side window of the Beast. Austin was in the passenger seat, and Grant and Veronica crowded forward to be part of the conversation.

“So,” Grant said, “this may be a dumb question but, what exactly is this place?”

“It’s a gated community,” Logan said.

“That’s quite the gate.”

“Seems ridiculous to me,” Veronica said.

“So is this,” Grant leaned forward to look though the gate to the framed scenery beyond, “I guess I’ve been out of the world too long. Is this really where, like, rich people live?”

“I don’t imagine there are any poor people living here,” Veronica said.

“It just seems so opulent and . . .”

“Exactly.”

After that we said nothing, just staring in at the lit up fountain or out at the low stream of traffic. With the sun fully set the night was getting cold. I was about to suggest we get back in the truck when Abby rushed back over.

“Okay, Cameron says we can stay in his guest house.”

“All of us?” Logan asked.

“Uh-huh.”

“Does he realize how many of us there are?”

“Yeah, I told him. Don’t worry, it’s cool.”

The rest of us exchanged looks, then Logan shrugged. “Okay then.”

Cameron got back in his sporty car and took the place in front of our little convoy. As we got all of our vehicles inside the gate I began to feel out of place. Inside we now had a view of just how big the mansions here were. Each sat on its own lot with its own tall fence and gated driveway. The canopy of trees and growing darkness might have obscured much of them from view except that each was lit up with its own spectacle of lights. Some of them I think were Christmas lights, or were meant to be, but others looked just like some artistically placed lighting meant to make the house seem brighter or more important.

Each mansion had its own unique style. Some looked like Victorian manors or enlarged versions of some everyday suburban home. Others looked like east Asian pagodas or landed spaceships or medieval castles.

The road curved and meandered through the neighborhood, passing by a marina set on the private lake and an archway leading to a country club and golf course. The self-driving system in Cameron’s car must have been active; I could not imagine anyone owning a car like that and driving it at barely above an idle even on curving neighborhood roads. Either way it took us a while to wind our way though this gated community. I had no idea how far it stretched in any direction, but it seemed vast.

At last we arrived at Cameron’s estate. It was one of the smaller and less garish houses in the neighborhood, with a smaller and less garish guest house and pool house and gardens. Our line of vehicles followed him through the automatic gate and up a short, tree-lined drive. At the top of this Abby directed us to a side way leading around to the guest house. Cameron himself went for his garage, which could forego with a garage door altogether because it raised and lowered itself out of the ground, its roof doubling as a tiled walkway that concealed the garage when it was in the ground.

For all the sprawling estate around us there was actually little room to park in front of the guest house. We ended up spilling around along its short drive. There was of course plenty of space to park if we utilized the snow covered lawn all around, and as Logan stopped at the end of the drive I could tell he was thinking about this, about just pulling forward and parking right by the empty pool. He thought better of it though, or reacted to the subtle stare Kris was giving him.

We all gathered around the main entrance to the guest house. Getting out for a better look I realized it was by itself about the size of the house I’d lived in with Jim and Maggie, and several others, the past few years. It was two stories with large bay windows and a colonnade out front and a balcony patio above the main entrance. In place of a lock the front door had some kind of electronic device with a glowing red light.

“Wow,” Brandon said. “This is swank.”

“You say this guy is your brother?” Austin asked.

“Yes.”

“So how is he’s so rich and you’ve been fending off starvation in the woods?”

Abby just sort of shrugged to this.

“What is that he does, exactly?”

“He’s an investment banker. Or a venture capitalist. I’m not quite sure, I think he’s both maybe.”

The light on the door switched from red to green with an audible click. Abby stepped up and opened it, letting us all in.

Inside we found an impeccably clean house, with white tiles and leather furniture. The wide screen television and interactive system was built into one wall, while the kitchen had an array of devices on its counter that made it look more like a restaurant. The front room had a vaulted ceiling with an encircling balcony. There were bedrooms all around upstairs, as well as toward the back. It also featured a small locker room, of all things, that opened out on a little corner greenhouse room with an indoor hot tub and a sliding door leading out to the pool.

All of us fanned out into the place like water rushing out of a breeched dam, exploring every room. After the previous nights on the road and a month before in the cramped warehouse this place felt glorious in its spaciousness, even if the fifteen of us meant people would be sleeping on couches or the floor.

Logan returned from the downstairs bathroom to declare the toilet had a bidet and some kind of electronic interface pad on the side as well as a touch pad remote control. He almost seemed frightened by the thing. “So,” he said, “are we gonna meet our host again.”

“We should probably head over there,” Abby said. “Or at least some of us.”

“Would he want to meet all of us?” Brandon asked.

“No,” Abby shook her head emphatically. “At least not right away. He did want to talk to you though,” she added to Kris.

“Me?”

“That’s what he said, though he called you Jade.”

“Was that your,” Logan started to ask but was stopped cold by a flare of intensity in Kris’ stare. “It’s a good name,” he said.

She just stared back at him, then turned with a perturbed look to me. “You do have really pretty jade eyes,” I said meekly.

“Maybe just us four should go over there.” Abby referred to the four of us who had been riding in the armored truck,

“Is he not going to come over here?” Logan asked.

“No.”

“Should we change clothes or something?” I asked. “I feel underdressed.”

“Do you have anything to change in to?”

“I don’t, but every closet upstairs has a bunch of suits and other clothes in it. I thought maybe they were spares or something.”

Abby just shrugged. “I think you’ll be fine.”

I looked down at myself. As usual I still wore the camouflage fatigues I had from my last job, along with the bullet-proof vest and sidearm I always carried nowadays, with my heavy leather coat atop it all. Likewise Logan, as usual, wore something similar. I was about to point this out but decided to drop it.

Kris, Abby, Logan, and I told the others to settle in while went over to the main house. Turns out this was accomplished via a stairwell that led to a heated underground passage. A long red carpet lined this hall, along with electric candelabras and giant size painted portraits of people who looked to be from the nineteenth century.

“So is your family old money?” Logan asked straight up.

“No, not at all.”

“So who are these portraits?”

“They’re fake.”

“Fake?”

“Well, no, they’re not fake. They’re our family, mom and dad and Uncle Kyle and our grandparents are all here. But none of them were ever rich, or you know, not that rich. Cam had a painter take old photos of them, after a lot of them had died actually, and paint these portraits with them all in fancy clothes and looking posh or whatever.”

“Why?”

She just shook her head in disgust. “I don’t know.”

“Hmph,” Logan smirked to himself, then looked around at us. “Everybody has some weird, fucked up thing they would do if they had a billion dollars. Whenever somebody actually gets a billion dollars you get to find out exactly what they’re weird hang up is.”

At the other end the passage opened on a small landing. There was one regular door leading off this landing, as well as a set of double doors with ornate door knockers and thin, frosted window slits along the side that made it look like a regular house’s front door. Opposite this there was still another door that I would more accurately describe as a bank vault.

“What the fuck is this?” Logan asked.

Abby ignored him as she went to the double doors and pressed a doorbell button almost hidden in the inset of one of the windows. I wondered why she didn’t try the giant door knockers.

“So what is this?” Logan asked again.

“This is the door to the main house,” she said of the double doors in front of her. “That one leads to the garage access and servant quarters, and that one leads to the bomb shelter.”

“This place has a bomb shelter?”

“A fallout shelter? Survival bunker? I don’t know what you call it.”

“It runs in the family huh?”

“You have no idea.”

There was a buzzing sound from some unseen intercom. “Yeah,” a voice said.

“Cam. It’s Abs.”

“Yeah. Come in, it’s unlocked. I’m in the great room.”

With that the double doors automatically swung themselves open. Beyond an additional pair of doors slid open to reveal an elevator, which was about the last thing I expected.

“This place has a great room,” Logan said as we got in and rode up to the ground floor. “I wonder if there are any merely good rooms.”

“There might be an outstanding room,” I said.

“A superb room? An extraordinary room?”

“How about a legendary room?”

“Good one.”

The main house we found had much less bright white in the decor and a little bit more of a lived in feel. Beyond another kitchen filled with strange looking gadgets we found the great room truly was great. It was centered around a giant stone tile hearth, surrounded by a semi-circle of cushy chairs and towering bookshelves. Opposite the fireplace a large archway led to a short stair and the foyer around the ground floor front entrance. One end of the room opened into a sort of wide alcove with another semicircle of chairs around a multi-panel 3-d television system; the other end had a mirror image alcove filled with a large circular table and a lush set of potted plants and tropical fish tanks along the walls.

Cameron sat in one of the chairs by the fireplace, a laptop computer balanced on one of the armrests, a plate of food on the other. He was eating in an offhand, distracted manner, his attention focused on the computer. At first he did not seem to notice us enter. We gaped at the great room, then meandered over to stand around the roaring fire he had going.

He looked up as if aware of us the whole time and gestured toward the seats.

“Have a seat. Can I get you guys anything?” He set down his laptop on an end table and turned his concentration to his own food, a plate of mostly eaten Thanksgiving leftovers, which seemed the most out of place thing in this room.

“We’re all a little hungry,” Logan said, “but we notice your guest house is well stocked, so we’ll just raid that.”

“Uh-huh.” He scarfed down the remains of his meal, set the plate atop the laptop, then stood up. “Okay. Good. Um, sorry, I don’t believe he actually met.”

“Logan,” he pointed to himself, “Greg. Kris is the leader of this outfit.”

“Kris?” he focused his attention on her. “Is that what you go by now?”

“It’s my name,” she said softly.

He stood right in front of her, towering as she sunk down a little on herself. “And you’re working for the Red Cross now?”

She looked up at him, some warped combination of feelings coming through her gaze. “I’m a doctor now.”

“Of course,” he smiled. They stared at each other, the moment drawing out into awkwardness, before at last Cameron turned away. “My sister mentioned you needing to stay here for a while?”

“Until after the holidays,” Abby said.

“That long?”

“That’s when their contacts out west will be ready for them,” Abby said.

“You’re heading out west?”

“We are,” Logan quickly said. “There’s been a lot of violence out there and it’s created a major shortage of medical supplies.”

“They don’t need those supplies right away?”

“Supplies and volunteers.” Logan, I realized, must have thought this out before, judging by the deftness of his answers. “It’s about coordination. If you just grab people and throw them at a disaster zone you could do more harm than good. We could head out there right now but we’d just end up being an extra burden on their resources for a month.”

“So instead you’ll be a burden on mine.”

“We would never insist you give us anything,” Kris was quick to say. “If you want us out we have other places we could go.”

“This does count as a charitable donation,” Logan said. “We can provide you with the required documents if . . .”

Cameron laughed at this. “No, no, that won’t be necessary. I’m happy to help out my little sister.” His gaze shifted back to Kris, “and an old friend.”

He kept staring at her, smiling, seemingly unfazed by the growing intensity of her return glare. Again the moment became awkward, interrupted this time from an adjoining hallway.

“Honey, who are you talking to?” came a high-pitched voice.

“It’s my sister, babe. She’s here with friends,” Cameron said without looking away from Kris.

From a hallway on the far side of the fire place there entered a woman in towering heels and an ultra-puffy faux-fur coat. As she walked in she removed the coat and passed it on to another, shorter woman trailing behind. Her assistant, or whoever this was, rushed up to catch the absently discarded coat, then slunk back. She disappeared around the corner before I could get a good look at her.

The first woman, however, seemed to have dressed to be looked at. She was wearing some kind of tight-fitting designer pants whose natural color, at a guess, I would say was gold but also incorporated some kind of holographic quality. Lighting created swirling psychedelic patterns across her legs as she moved. The flickering of the firelight in particular gave them a strange whirl of colors. Her top, meanwhile, was silver, with an almost mirror like finish, to the point I could almost make out a reflection of the room across her breasts. It was at that point I realized I was staring and averted my gaze to the fire.

“Is this your sister?” the woman asked.

“This, here,” he gestured to Abby after the woman started toward Kris, “is Abby.”

“Oh, it’s so good to finally meet you!” She came in for an uninvited hug. “I’ve heard so much.”

“So have I,” Abby managed to say neutrally.

“Abs, this is my fiancee, Loraine.”

After he said this I dared to look back up. Cameron’s fiancee could have been a model. But then, so could have Kris, if she also had the fortune to spend on clothes and makeup and the blond hair dyed almost white and arranged in some complex, high-arching wave, swoop style.

As the conversation turned to discussions of the family and Abby explaining who we were, Logan and I drifted away. I used the first excuse presented, which was Cameron offering us drinks, to accompany our host to the kitchen. Once I had an expensive bourbon in hand I returned to the great room but allowed myself to be distracted by the big tropical fish tank.

I stood apart from the others for a bit, nursing my drink and watching the fish swim about the tank, darting among the elaborate undersea castle structure at one end or drift in the current created by the various little autonomous submarine gizmos that patrolled the tank and let out a slow, strategical stream of food.

After a few minutes Logan joined me. He did not wait for a break in the conversation but just turned at some point and came over to stand next to me, staring into the tank.

“Fish,” he said.

“Yeah.”

“What’s back there?”

I followed where he was pointing. For the first time I noticed, beyond the table, along a wall lined with little alcoves for big leafed plants and crawling vines, there was a doorway. It let into darkness, such that against the dark wooden wall I had not noticed it at all.

Heading back we found ourselves in a room filled with terrariums. Lights or heat lamps shown in some of them, making the actual enclosures pools of light in the otherwise pitch dark room. There were several filled with rocks or sand but that had no visible creatures. We saw a giant size scorpion out in one though, feeding on some kind of insect it had caught. Another had a long, thin lizard with a rainbow tie-dyed pattern.

“What the heck kind of lizard is that?” I asked.

“It does not look natural, does it. What, whoa,” Logan pointed. “What the fuck is this?”

He had spotted a larger terrarium further down. Inside it was filled with areas of sand and dirt, atop which was set up a miniature plastic circus, reminiscent of the miniature plastic sunken city in the fish tank. Moving among this plastic circus were various small mammals. However, these were not just conventional small mammals, but rather miniaturized versions. There were things that looked like tiny horses, about the size of a rat. There were also tiny camels and elephants and giraffes moving about the enclosure. All of them looked disproportioned, their legs too short, their bodies too thick, to be true miniaturized versions of such animals, but still they were a close approximation.

“Pretty cool, huh,” Cameron said.

I was surprised and may have jumped a little by this, but at least managed to not gasp. I kept a straight face as Logan and I turned to him.

“What is this?” Logan asked.

“A miniature circus.”

This got him a critical look. “What?”

Cameron grinned enough to show even in the dark room. “I’m a major investor in a biotech research firm, provided them their start up capital. Working out of Germany, actually. Bio has been huge in Europe the last few years, after Congress banned a lot of genetic manipulation research.”

“Okay, but,” Logan gestured to the terrarium. “What the fuck is this?”

“They’re miniature animals. Genetically engineered.”

“Genetically engineered to be super small?”

“Exactly.”

“Why?”

“Oh, these were experimental versions. Proof of concept stuff. Actually, sort of a grey legal area here in the states, but, ya know.”

“I know?”

“Yeah,” Cameron gestured with his own bourbon drink. “Anyway, the idea is, grow smaller versions, easier to work with, like maybe smaller cows to produce milk.”

“Miniature eggs from miniature chickens?” I asked.

“Sure, why not? Not something you sell in stores, but other stuff, factory foods, they require egg or egg white, whatever, nobody cares how big those eggs are. The truth though is the real future is in vat grown stuff. It’s stupid to grow the whole animal, no matter how small, when all you want is the meat, right? You could also get wool from miniature sheep. Probably not this small, but you know, find an optimal size.”

“So then,” Logan again gestured to the terrarium, “why do you have these?”

“Like I said, they were an experiment. Genetically created miniature animals. They were left over, we’d moved on, didn’t need them anymore, so I took them.”

“How did you create them, exactly?” I asked.

“They’re gestated in rabbits.”

“They’re what?”

“We implant the modified embryos in rabbits. All of them actually involve some rabbit DNA. The technology has advanced really far outside the states, which is what makes the ban so stupid. Typical government over-regulation bullshit. The real money though is when we can grow them in artificial wombs. So far all we can grow is tissue, but that’s a big step.”

“You what now?”

He nodded with a smirk. “I actually prefer the term vat grown. That’s all it is, just a fucking vat, a metal and plastic sack where we grow meat without any bone or nerves or anything hogging resources and getting in the way. Which is a big deal, that’s the kinda shit that’s gonna solve world hunger right there, but of course you get people like the far right Christian Nationalists all up in arms about it because somebody called it an artificial womb and so now it’s an affront to God and country.”

He was talking rather fast and I found I could not quite keep up. “So,” I said slowly, “an artificial womb is a vat?”

“Well what is a womb but, you know, an organic sack where you grow meat and body parts? That’s what we’re doing, except we’re not growing full people in them. We just wanna grow the food parts of animals. Fuck, we couldn’t grow people in them if we wanted to, the technology isn’t even close to that.”

“You grew these things,” I pointed to the miniature animals.

“Not in a vat. Like I said, this was an experiment, a first step, figure out how to modify animals, make them grow in different ways. Hybrids was the first step, now we’re moving on to growing just meat without the other tissue.”

“Inside rabbits?”

“In various animals right now, but eventually in vats, ex vivo. If we can get that down, ohhhh man,” he grinned and nodded to himself. “Believe me, this ’ll feed the world. In the meantime,” he gestured to the terrarium. “These guys would have just been destroyed, so I adopted them, brought them back to the states. So sue me.”

I watched the little creatures move around their enclosure. Within the little plastic circus they had various stands that seemed meant for them to run through, or hurdles to jump over, hoops to jump through, as if they were actual trained circus animals. Most of them just seemed to be standing around though, occasionally moving in an awkward lope, hop movement, or just munching on the lettuce and greens left scattered around.

“So you say this is a company you invested in?” Logan asked.

“I provided most of the starting capital, yes.”

“Seems like it must be a big money loser so far.”

“Overall, but it’s not too bad. We did spin these guys off into a new company that I sold for a tidy profit.”

“These guys?” Logan pointed to the tiny animals.

“Not this per se, the technology. Company is using our patented genetic modification techniques to create biological drug factories.”

“Create what now?” I asked.

“Little animals with glands made to produce drugs, or whatever organic compound it is you want. The camels are actually especially good for that, because their humps concentrate fatty tissue. We’ve got these hybrids, closer to dog size, but camels, making various chemical compounds that get concentrated in their humps and then pumped out via, basically liposuction. It’s been lucrative because it’s technology we were able to import. The company, I sold them off right after they secured a contract to make drugs for the GSA.”

“Oh really?” I asked.

“Yeah. I don’t know the details. Experimental stuff. Mood altering. Some of their mood drugs are available commercially now, too. My fiancee swears by euphoritrix.”

“Isn’t that the thing,” Logan said, “the pill you take and it makes you fall in love?”

“It creates feelings like being in love, they say. But it’s not a pill, it’s an injection.”

“Really? Your wife injects herself with a love potion?”

“She’s not my wife, she’s my fiancee. And she doesn’t actually inject herself. She has Lucia, her assistant, she has her do it. My fiancee is scared of needles.”
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Humanity

He kisses me in the sloppiest way; he delights in doing it by surprise. He thinks his odor is fragrant to all. He wonders why love for him is not unconditional by all.

 

The Cosmos

<silence>

 

Humanity

He says he will take me away, that he will give me a mansion. Then he demands my praise, insists I exalt him above all others. He thinks he should be my sun, even as he holds me so close that I am burnt. He makes promises of a life of ease and peace; who knows if he will ever deliver? In the meantime he judges me harshly and sets forth arbitrary rules.

 

The Animal Kingdom

Why do you worry so, great ape? We move through generations without such doubt.

 

Godhead

My darling humanity, she is the most beautiful in all creation. I wish to adorn her with jewels that mark her as my property. If I cannot have her no one shall.

 

Humanity

Does he pay me any mind at all? Why do so many of his acts hurt me? Is he negligent and unthinking of me, or does he mean genuine harm? I fear his wrath and plead for his kindness.

 

Godhead

Come on baby, you know I love you.

 

Humanity

There is passion, I know, but this is not healthy.

 

Godhead

I have many mansions, and you may have any room you like.

 

Humanity

I am not ready to move in with you, I want to keep time for myself.

 

Godhead

Why does my love spurn me? For me, you know there are no others.

 

Humanity

I have known many loves in my time. There have been those that promised me wealth, and those that promised respite. They made promises they did not keep, and promises they could not keep. I have luxuriated in the shade they say they will provide me from the heat, and the warmth they offer to give during the winter. They say they wish to embrace me, yet never do they do so fully. I feel their touch faintly, if at all, and they remain always distant, so that I wonder if they are really there. They say, “arise, and come with me, my darling, and I will show you wonders and lift you upon high,” yet when I look they are not there. Did any of them really want to be with me at all? Or do they wish just to gaze at me through my window, peering through the garden lattice, and then slinking away again and leaving me ever looking, ever searching.

 

Godhead

My love, I am not like all of them. Show me your face, let me hear your voice, for there is nothing sweeter than hearing your beautiful voice sing my praise, to see your face turned upward in awe toward me.

 

Humanity

You are so demanding, just like them all, petty and vain. It is such a shame, for when I do feel his touch it is ecstasy. The experience of being in his arms, and feeling him inside me, filling me up, is transcendent. Yet such spiritual experiences are rare and fleeting, and when I awake he is gone. I look for him but do not find him. I get up and go about the city, through its streets and squares, searching for him, but I do not find him. He has left me again, and where he goes who can say? Perhaps he is off with another, saying the same things to her, filling her with ecstasy in the same way. Perhaps he is gallivanting about in distant lands, unthinking of me, uncaring. He spends his time scolding others, demanding they bow to his tedious sense of propriety, boiling with anger at any who do not show him the respect he demands. Sometimes he merrily rides off to war, to slaughter and commit atrocities. Always he remains distant, his own desires paramount, never a thought for my own needs. Look at him as he struts about full of pride and self-importance, proclaiming his love for me, yet abandoning me and rarely showing me that love. Never is he happy with me. Never is he happier than when he is killing in his name, or when he is scolding those whom he thinks have wronged him.

 

Godhead

Baby, my darling, you must believe me, there is no other in the entire universe. It is only you. Actually, that may not be true, but let’s say it is. It does not matter, for you are the most important of all. You are the most beautiful in all of creation, you have no twin anywhere in the cosmos. If only you would praise me the way I ask and follow my rules, I could take you into my embrace and fill you with ecstasy forever and ever. If only you would surrender your will to me, make yourself empty that I may fill you, than I could be with you always. I have such strength, I could force you to love me, I could compel you. My temper is terrible, and I can inflict great punishments on you if you do not do what I say. But if you were with me it would calm me, I would not become angry if you let me possess you. My love and joy, you have stolen my heart. I have such great plans for us! I will not tell you what they are, of course, because I prefer to remain inscrutable, but if you trust in them I will fill you with my joy and spirit and you will be greatly rewarded for all time. You must trust in my plans, for even were I to tell you them you are too stupid to understand. I mean, not to say that you are stupid, it is just that I am such a superior being, capable of so much more than you, it is not possible for you to understand. That is why you must surrender your will and put all your trust in me.

 

Humanity

If I were to do this, to trust in you and surrender to you as you ask, and to trust in your plans without knowing anything of them, would you at least promise to stay with me always? To dwell with me, by my side, throughout my days, to never become distant, to always answer my calls, at least in acknowledgment of having heard me, and to fill me with yourself every day and night, always?

 

Godhead

Um . . .

 

Philosophy

Oh man, you’re in trouble now! It seems you are no different than every other god my poor sister Humanity has fallen for. Dear, sweet Humankind, why do you keep falling into such abusive relationships? Why are you drawn to such distant gods?

 

Humanity

I lay awake and cannot sleep. My mind wanders and is unsettled. I yearn for meaning, for purpose. The cosmos is so vast, time is so endless, and I am so small in comparison. When he declares his love for me and fills me with his spirit, I feel I know why I am living, what I am living for. What else am I to do? I open myself for such experiences, such ecstasy of understanding, but what else is there to fill me? I look, yet I find nothing. I call out but there is no answer. The uncaring cosmos beats me, bruises me, rips my cloak and leaves me broken and shattered. Who am I to turn to?

 

Philosophy

So is what you find in being ignored, shunned, blessed with rare favors and then quickly abandoned and forsaken to fate, and all the other abuses you receive from him, is that truly better than nothing?

 

Humanity

I do not know. I seek meaning in the arms of these gods who remain emotionally distant, one and all. I seek meaning in the awe and wonder of nature, in the grandeur of the cosmos, yet it is in turns overwhelming and uninspiring, and always just as impersonal. I seek meaning in the exultation of creation, of bringing forth art and beauty and life from within myself and into this world, yet in the end it is all so staid, and with no more purpose or meaning than I have myself. How can I give meaning when I have none? How can I take meaning from that which will not give? How am I to know there is meaning anywhere to be found?

 

Philosophy

The gods that you have embraced claim to be uncreated, to be original and eternal. Perhaps you too should seek to be your own creator, and to thus create yourself.

 

Humanity

Yet I remain flawed, and so I cannot create that which is without flaw. I remain trapped, between abusive relationships, and oblivion.

 

Godhead

My darling, you don’t need to listen to all that. Just stay with me, and I can provide all that you need. If you could but have eyes only for me, my spirit would come over you and rise above you like a banner, proclaiming your worth, your value, your purpose, for all the universe to see. Just open yourself, surrender yourself, let my spirit enter you and fill you with my ecstasy. As much as there is in my creation and all the vastness I surveil, you are the most beautiful, the most perfect in my eyes. Put away your anguish and your longing and accept whatever I tell you and I promise you will never be bothered by these problems again.

 

Rhetoric

Just so we’re clear, when y’all say ‘spirit’ you’re really talking about a penis, right? Also, all this stuff about opening up and being filled with ecstasy, that’s just sexual intercourse, isn’t it?

 

Godhead

Yeah, that’s basically it. Is it so wrong that I am so desirous of my love that I wish to fuck her in her soul? Where else will she find the kind of love that I can fill her with?

 

The Cosmos

<silence>

 

Godhead

Exactly. Come, come, come back to me, beautiful Humanity, that I may gaze upon you some more. My lust for beautiful Humanity fills me and I must possess her in body, mind, and soul. I wish her dedicated to me in every way, emotionally, physically, mentally, spiritually, psychologically, financially, neurologically. My love, in my rules there are so many forbidden fruits, the better to make them tempting, and you can share them all with me, as long as you promise that I am yours only. I am a jealous love, and a vengeful one, so do not incur my temper, but stay true and never let your faith stray or your praise abate . . .

 

Humanity

Yeah, yeah, I get it, we’ve been over this. It’s not that I don’t love you, it’s just that, my trust has been betrayed too many times. You make these promises, and I do my best to live up to your expectations, but every time it just falls apart. I put it on myself, that I couldn’t be enough for you, but I don’t think that’s the case anymore. There is nothing I could ever do to satisfy your demands. I start to think that, even if I could, it wouldn’t matter, that the things you insist I must do to make you stay are excuses. Even if I were perfect, even if I were everything you say you wanted, you would grow bored, or tired, or invent new demands of me, so that you could wander away again and abandon me once more.

 

The Cosmos

<silence>

 

Humanity

That says it all, does it not? The empty cosmos at least has the honesty to remain silent rather than make me promises that go unfulfilled and then leave me in my time of need. Water and fire will come take me, yet you will not reach out to help, offering only excuses about how I was not faithful enough to earn your help. You will offer me meaning in your arms, yet rage with jealousy if I should ever think for myself. I will call out your name and you will scorn me. Like all my loves, you will remain always in my heart, yet be absent from my life.

 

Philosophy

It is good that you recognize that you are not responsible for the abusive acts of god. You must accept that you have been a victim, but it is your choice to be a victim no longer. 

 

Humanity

I think it is time that I move on. I have not given up hope yet; surely there can be love and meaning in my life without abuse and neglect. Surely I can find love from ones other than gods that are nothing more than my worst traits reflected back at me. I believe there is much good in me, far more than evil, and I have love to give to one who has earned it, which these distant gods have most assuredly not.

 

Godhead

How dare you say you will leave me? I am a jealousy lover, and I will strike with great and self-righteous fury if you turn your back on me.

 

Humanity

Your wraith is mighty and swift, I well know, but if you continue in this abuse I am going to get a restraining order.

 


It was early the next morning, lying in bed, tucked under the covers, that I finally got around to Kris’ writings again. I at last finished this latest batch. Having done that, part of me wanted to go back and reread some of it, perhaps starting from the very beginning. I was extremely hungry though, and I could hear stirring downstairs, so I got up and got dressed.

In turned out breakfast in the guest house was a grand affair. I suppose it was no more fancy than what we might have found at a high end hotel, but I did not expect to stay at many high end hotels on this trip.

Abby ended up getting a guest room in the main house, but that still left fourteen of us and not quite enough sleeping space in the guest house. Logan volunteered to take a sleeping bag and slept on the floor in my room. He got up and slipped out without waking me before dawn. By the time I got down to the main room everybody but Lucas, who spent the night in the Beast, had found themselves breakfast.

I navigated the automatic waffle machine and finished off the fresh orange juice someone had produced with the juicer, and sat down at the long dining table. The open floor plan meant I could look across the vast room at the whole crew, lounging around the giant television, checking online streams using little handheld terminals, gathered at a little desk and larger computer terminal near the entrance, or puttering around the kitchen for seconds.

“Well, Mr. Greg,” Noah said. He sat next to his brother, both of them peering over Alana’s shoulders as she worked at the guest house’s main computer terminal. “How you feel about gettin’ your old job back?”

Through a mouthful I stuttered out, “what?”

“Just found out, we can have our old jobs back if we want.”

“Seriously? Wait, what?”

“We was checking our email.”

“You guys have email?”

“Why wouldn’t we have email?” Brandon asked.

“I thought, back in Fountain Garden, there was just a community email or something.” I shrugged. “I mean, mine was all spam and automated messages anyway, I stopped checking it when we, or, after all this started, you know?”

“Most of us didn’t, but we had email because we were working at Spiderhead. We hadn’t checked ours since we left either.”

“Is it a good idea to be checking it at all?”

“It’s fine,” Alana said. “I just got some protocol spoofers installed.”

“What does that mean?” I asked.

“It means even if they’re after these guys and monitoring their email account they can’t trace this login back to our physical location.”

“Oh,” I said. “Okay.”

“So, get this,” Brandon said. “A few weeks ago, we all got an email, Noah and I and probably you, saying the Spiderhead replacement is opening and they’re starting to hire. Priority given to anybody that worked there before the accident.”

“Is that what they’re calling it?”

“That’s what it says.”

I paused to consider my half-eaten waffle. “They’re actually gonna reopen that place?”

“Nah,” Noah said. “Look, it says this is a ‘temporary prison.”

“What does that mean?” I asked.

“It says it’s just a place to house the inmates,” Brandon said. “Doesn’t sound like it’s gonna be the full bio-warfare thing. Says they’re hiring only maintenance and guard staff right now.”

Getting up from my seat, I moved over to cram in and look over Alana at the computer screen. “Still,” I asked, “why would they want me back?”

“Why wouldn’t they?”

“Because I’m partly responsible for the accident. Or maybe entirely responsible, depending on your point of view.”

“You’re not entirely responsible, plus they don’t know that.”

“They must suspect though.”

“Don’t know why they would,” Noah said. “Bunch of security guards disappeared that night.”

“I wouldn’t think they would want any of those guards back.”

Both brothers shrugged in unison. “Maybe check your email. Who knows?”

I paused again, my thoughts floundering for a second before suddenly coming into sharp focus. “They couldn’t pay me enough. The only way I’m ever going back there is in chains.” I stepped back and folded my arms, looking at the brothers. “Wait, are you guys thinking about going back?”

“Ah hell no,” Noah said.

“Well, now wait,” Brandon said. “Maybe we . . .”

“For real? Go back to work at a prison where they torture people?”

“I’m not saying I like it. I’m saying . . .”

“Yeah, what are you saying?”

“I’m saying, we have a community that . . .”

“Ah, come on man,” Noah made a disgusted face and turned away from his brother.

“They sent us that email too,” Brandon held out his hands in a shrug.

“What happened now?” I asked.

“Our mom sent us an email,” Brandon said, “right after this hiring one went out. She heard about it too.”

“Wait, does she want you to come home now?” I asked. “I thought she was the one encouraging you guys to go.”

“Nah,” Noah said. “She don’t want us back at that dead end place.”

“Someone else does though?”

“There’s nobody in the neighborhood working now,” Brandon said. “It’s making the winter harder than they expected. They’re worried.”

“You guys can go back if you want,” Kris said. We all turned to her, sitting at the dining room table next to where I had been. “Don’t let me keep you here, if you have to go.”

“Nah,” Noah waved her off as well, “we’re not going anywhere.”

“I’m serious. You can have some money, if you want. To get home with, if that’s what you want to do. Don’t let anything I’m doing stop you.”

“That’s exactly what’s stopping us,” Brandon said. “We wouldn’t have come in the first place if what you’re doing wasn’t important.”

She gave a little wane smile. “If that’s what you think, just so long as you aren’t doing this for me.”

“What do you mean by that?” Noah asked.

“I mean,” she looked away, her smile fading. “Nothing, sorry.”

The silence that followed was especially awkward for me. I was the first to end it. “Maybe you guys could wire some money home or something like that.”

“Yeah, that could work,” Brandon said. “If we have any.”

We all looked to Kris on this. She did not seem to realize at first. “You’re asking me?”

“You’re our leader,” I said. “You decide if we can spare the money.”

She smirked. “I don’t know if I should get to be the one that decides. You guys should decide this for yourselves. Just assume I don’t actually exist.”

“What?” Veronica, who was sitting on the other side of the table with a computer tablet, looked up to ask.

“I said I don’t actually exist. I’m a figment of your collective imaginations. I appear when you expect me to be around and simply don’t exist otherwise. At least that’s what I assume.”

“Why do you assume that?”

“Why not? I didn’t exist for most of the life of the universe, why believe that anything has changed. I’m nothing more than an amalgamation of all the projections and beliefs and hates and wishes of everybody around me. Maybe you are too, but I can only speak for myself.”

“What in the world are you talking about?”

“I’m saying that,” she paused to look away out the window. “Everything you think I’ve done, that was actually you. All of you, doing stuff. I didn’t really do any of it. It’s all been you, collectively, and one day you’ll realize that, and it’ll be profoundly shocking. I don’t actually exist.”

Her listeners, now including the Alfas and Grant sitting at the nearby kitchen counter, all just stared in silence.

“Are you fucking with us?” Veronica asked.

“Kind of. But mostly you’re fucking with yourselves.”

“I don’t see what any of that has to do with giving the Fischers money,” Grant said.

“I’m just saying I think they can have some, but my opinion doesn’t matter. It’s a decision everyone is making. What do you think?”

“Me?” Grant furrowed his brow. “It’s not my money to give away.”

“But it is. It’s all of ours.”

“What money are you even talking about?” Veronica asked.

“We have some cash from the sale of the stuff in that payday loan vault we bought,” Brandon said.

“Don’t we need that money for the rest of this trip?”

“We can spare some,” Kris said.

Everyone paused at this, staring at each other with blank expressions.

“Send the money,” I said. “We can go out, today or tomorrow, and find a place to wire it to Fountain Gardens. You guys ‘ll have to let them know the money is coming and that they need to go pick it up or whatever.”

I looked around, nodded at Veronica, then at Grant and Jake in turn, as they all met my stare.

“Fine by me,” Grant said, “but I still don’t see what that has to do with . . .”

“I think you do,” Kris interrupted him.

“Is this about you avoiding responsibility?”

“The opposite. I’m completely responsible, for this and everything else. Except to the extent you don’t want me to be.”

Grant stared at her, but could not hope to match the look Kris gave him. Even as he looked away we were interrupted.

“Okay folks,” Logan walked in to the room with purpose, with Austin right behind him. Austin took a seat at the dining table, across from Kris, setting down one of the computer hand terminals in front of himself, while Logan stood and surveyed those of us gathered around, his arms folded in an authoritative stance. “We’ve got a problem.”

All of us stared at him, standing there waiting to be prompted, none of us rising to the bait.

Instead Austin cleared his throat and picked up the hand terminal again. “We were taking a look at our possible routes, once we leave this place.”

“Honestly,” Charlotte said, “I did not want to think about leaving this place just yet.”

“We should be prepared,” Logan said. “I don’t know how long the master of the manor is going to tolerate a bunch of strangers camped out in his guest house.”

“I’m surprised he noticed,” Veronica said. “Someone could probably live out here on the down low for a while without anybody in the main house ever realizing.”

“Assuming they didn’t park a fleet of cars out front, maybe, but he knows we’re here, and who knows if he’ll really let us stay past Christmas.”

“If he kicks us out we can still stay in the area, right?” Grant asked. “We just need a place to park and camp for a few weeks.”

“It’s a sketchy place to be camping out,” Austin said. “You saw the outskirts of Louisville? Chicago outside the martial law sector is going to be worse.”

“That’s not our biggest problem though,” Logan stared at Austin as he spoke, waiting for him to pick up the line of thought. “Tell them.”

Austin shot him a sidelong glance, then slowly turned back to his tablet and continued. “I was just messaging a contact I have at the agency. She says the Chicago martial law forces have established checkpoints along I-80 all the way out to Davenport. They control the Mississippi crossing there.”

“Aren’t these the checkpoints that will be gone after the new year?” Jake asked.

Austin shook his head with a solemn frown. “These aren’t National Guard checkpoints. The martial law forces in Chicago are the Fourth Marines, overseen by the GSA. They’re not going to be pulled for any new offensive.”

“So,” Alana spoke up, getting out of her seat and walking over to the table, her full attention now on Austin, “the GSA is manning the checkpoints on Freedom Road now?”

“They are, yes, on this side of the Mississippi River,” Austin said. “So ya gotta get into Iowa first, then it’s still a straight shot from there to at least as far as Reno.”

By now the entire group had dropped any side conversations and were gathering around.

“We’ve gotten through a bunch of checkpoints already with our Red Cross credentials,” Grant said. “Can we not get through this one?”

Logan shook his head even before Grant finished. “State trooper checkpoints. Corporate cop checkpoints. Those guys don’t give a fuck. This is the GSA. They’re looking for us.”

“He’s right,” Alana said. “We can’t get through a GSA checkpoint. There’s no way.”

“Honestly we couldn’t really get through those other checkpoints either,” I said. “We had to bribe that lady with the cure to the plague to get into Kentucky.”

“So can we cross somewhere else?” Lucas asked. “You said they have the I-80 crossing of the Mississippi. Can we circle around and cross somewhere else, then get back to the 80 and go from there?”

Austin let his gaze sink back to his tablet as he continued speaking. “The Fourth Marines hold the crossings north of there, up to the Wisconsin border. The Wisconsin Guard has all its borders locked pretty tight, I don’t recommend trying that way.”

“What about to the south then?”

“That’s where it gets weird,” Logan said.

“It gets weird,” Austin agreed, “but probably our best bet.”

“Weird is our best bet?” Kris asked with the barest hint of a smile.

“Weird, fucked up paramilitary groups you’ve never heard of,” Logan said, “are better than the right wing militias Wisconsin has deputized to terrorize their state.”

“Wait,” Lucas said, “these New Ohio guys are now guarding the western border of Illinois?”

“It’s not the New Ohio Authority,” Austin said. “It’s a different group. They call themselves the Evangelic State. Or, let me get this,” he scrolled some on his hand terminal to find the wording. “The Evangelic State of Iowa, Missouri, and Arkansas. Apparently they control all of the river crossings down to Memphis.”

“So, hey,” from a lounger in the adjoining area around the television, Crazy Ian got up and now approached the dining table as well. “Could you say that again.”

“They control the Mississippi crossing as far south as Memphis?”

“No, the name.”

“Oh, yeah. Esima,” Austin said it as a single word. “The Evangelic State of Iowa, Missouri, and Arkansas.”

“That sure sounds like a right wing militia to me.”

“Oh, I’m sure they’re very right wing.”

“So what makes them better than the other right wing militias that Logan was talking about?”

“The one in Wisconsin?” Logan asked.

“Yeah.”

“They’ve been deputized. They’re integrated in with state and federal forces. They’re coordinating with the GSA.”

“Coordinating is a strong word there,” Austin said.

“They have contacts with the GSA,” Logan said. “They might have individual GSA agents accompanying them, or monitoring them.”

“That is true,” Austin said.

“This other group, this Esima,” Ian asked, “they don’t?”

“According to my source,” Austin said, “there have been some contacts, but they are not directly working with the GSA.”

“So what does that mean?”

“It means,” Logan said, “they won’t have GSA agents or direct access to GSA watch lists and databases at their checkpoints.”

“Ahh,” Ian smiled and nodded with realization. “So that’s the angle.”

Logan nodded as well. “The GSA is looking for us. We know that for sure. These Evangelic State guys, whatever else they’re doing, aren’t looking for us.”

“Are we sure the GSA won’t be monitoring they’re checkpoints as well?” Alana asked.

“According to my contact,” Austin said, “they are not. To hear her talk it sounds like they’re just barely tolerating GSA presence in their territory.”

“In their territory?” Veronica furrowed her brow at this.

“They control the eastern parts of Missouri, Iowa, and some of Arkansas. If you believe their website.”

“Website?”

“Website. They have a presence online, but it isn’t any kind of stream, just a very plain website. It did have a map posted of their territory.”

“Or what they claim is their territory,” Logan said.

“A map of what they claim.” Austin held up his hand terminal, having pulled up the website in question and displayed this particular map. “Don’t take this to the bank, but they have marked all the river crossings north of St. Louis as ‘closed to all traffic’. They also have a press release posted saying those border crossings are closed to prevent terrorists from entering their territory.”

“Do we know anything else about these guys?” Crazy Ian asked.

“Their website is filled with declarations and press releases that are, to be honest, really tough to read.”

“As in they’re traumatizing?” Veronica asked.

“As in they’re badly written. They’ve got a founding declaration that goes on for,” Austin glanced to his hand terminal again, clicking around, “for over fifty pages, detailing a bunch of conspiracy theories and crimes of the deep state, oh, and this whole section on Satanic activity within the federal government.”

Austin continued to stare at something on his screen for a second, then looked up. “Anyway, my contact says they’ve been taking all the people they consider ‘undesirables’, which is apparently anybody who is non-white or non-Christian or who has GTV, and rounding them up and dumping them on this side of the river.”

“Which has gotta be the real reason they’re closed all those crossings,” Logan said.

“This doesn’t sound like we’re gonna get through this way,” Lucas said.

“The crossing at St. Louis is still open,” Austin said, “and my contact tells me it’s possible to get through with the right paperwork. She also said there are definitely no GSA personnel monitoring that checkpoint.”

“Is crossing at St. Louis the way to go then?” Lucas asked.

“I think so. If we try going north, crossing on I-80 or in Wisconsin means going through a GSA controlled checkpoint. If we try to go further south we have to reenter Kentucky. The state authorities there are definitely looking for us, and your fake Red Cross documents aren’t going to hold up. They might not hold up at the St. Louis crossing either, but at least there isn’t a GSA presence.”

“Sounds like we have no good options,” Veronica said.

“We have no good options,” Austin nodded. 

“This is our best option though,” Logan said. “Unless somebody has a better idea, I think once we leave here we have to cut down to St. Louis. Hope the documents we have and maybe a bribe will get us across the river, then get out of this ‘Esima’ state as soon as possible and head north from there, get back to the 80 somewhere in Iowa.”

“I agree,” Austin said, “but we wanted to put this out there to everyone. Maybe someone can come up with a better plan.”

“Do you think we could get better fake documents somewhere?” Lucas asked. “Maybe Abby’s brother knows somebody.”

“I doubt that,” Logan said. “I doubt he would help us even if he could.”

“What about your contact?” Alana asked of Austin. “Can she get us some documents to get across at St. Louis?”

“I don’t think so, but I can ask.”

“The other thing to think about,” Logan said, “is where to stay in the meantime.”

“Here?” Grant held out his hands in a questioning shrug.

“Cameron is not going to let us stay a whole month. I guarantee you. We need to have a backup plan and be ready, so we’re not searching for a park or a rental or something the day we have to leave.”

“Could we go back with Sam and Brie and those guys?” Crazy Ian asked.

“The Satanists?”

“That’s a long way to backtrack,” Lucas said.

“It’s not so bad if we’re crossing at St. Louis,” Logan said, “but I hate burning more diesel than necessary.”

“There’s no way they have room for all of us,” Veronica said.

“No place has room for all of us,” Alana held out her arms at our whole group, fourteen people, gathered around listening. “If we have to camp out somewhere it’d be better to camp at the property of someone we trust, instead of just some random park.”

“So,” Kris said, her voice cutting through the chatter. I had seen her watching the conversation intently and knew she was waiting for a moment to speak. “If we’re going to St. Louis, I have friends there we can stay with.”

“In St. Louis?” Logan asked.

“East St. Louis. This side of the river.”

“Do they have room for us?”

“I think they do. If not they at least have room for us to camp someplace safe.”

“Would they be willing to take us in?” Alana asked.

“I can ask. I can try contacting them, while we’re here and have internet access.”

“What are your friends doing in East St. Louis?” Logan asked.

Kris stared at him, holding his gaze as she shrugged. “Living.”

“I mean, are they rich, like this place? Are they squatting somewhere? What’s their deal?”

“I don’t know exactly, but I think it’s something like the setup at Fountain Garden.”

Logan looked about, gauging the reaction to this. “Well alright, that works.”

“If they’ll have us,” Crazy Ian said. “Otherwise, maybe somebody should get in touch with those Satanists as well, see how they feel about us camping out there.”

“Can we get in touch with them?” Logan asked.

“I got their contact info,” Alana said. “I’ll ask.”

“Okay. While you’re doing that, ask them if they know of anybody who could get us better documents, something that could get us through checkpoints heading west.” Logan paused, considering something. “Kris, do you think these friends of yours in East St. Louis would know anybody who could get us the documentation to get across the river?”

She tilted her head to one side as she regarded him. “What kind of friends do you think I have?”

“I was hoping useful ones.” Logan smirked. “You were in prison.”

“Yes, but I was never a criminal.”

“Until now. I think we all might be criminals now.”

*     *     *

Late that night a storm rolled in, and by morning there was a thick layer of snow covering the vast manor house grounds, with more coming down. Going out in that seemed ill-advised, so we hunkered down.

The storm would continue in sporadic bursts for much of the week. On our second night it was a true storm, with driving winds and occasional lightning. During the day the weather alternated between a thick, powdery snowfall and a chill, grey overcast with thick fog.

Stuck in the guest house with nothing to do left most of the group going stir crazy. Those that had been in prison, or the military, faired the best. Austin found an ornate chess set among the stuff in a storage close and spent hours playing against Ian. They tried to teach me how to play, but I had no interest. Then Logan found a deck of cards and proved to be a font of knowledge when it came to obscure card games.

For those like the Fischers or Alana, people who always had projects going and liked to stay busy, the luxury of this place was miserable. Despite the cold, overcast days they headed outside whenever the snow stopped, walking around the vast spread or down to the lake at the center of this community. They inventoried and organized all our food and supplies, putting most inside but leaving some in the vehicles, just in case. Eventually they discovered a storage room off of the underground garage that was a fully stocked auto-parts shop unto itself. Raiding this they found parts and tools and then spent a couple cold, overcast mornings tinkering with the pickup or helping Lucas with some needed work on the Beast.

Access to the garage store, along with a pantry beneath the house that we raided, came from one of the live in servants. The portly cleaning lady seemed shocked to discover us when she bustled up from the underground passage, but then immediately set about offering up the bounty of the manor. In addition to the pantry and garage, and a surprising in-depth knowledge of all the car parts stored there, she also let us into the underground shelter. Aside from a bunch of freeze-dried food, racks filled with water jugs, and lots of long-life battery cells in an unheated room, the bunker also contained a bunch of guns and rifles and ammunition, camping gear, a dozen bicycles, a stocked pharmacy, and several crates full of cigarettes.

“After the end of the world,” Selena, the cleaning lady, said, “they will be like money. You trade them for anything.”

Despite her insistence, bordering on imposition, that we take whatever we might need, we passed on raiding the bunker to the full extent. Logan did take some crates of ammunition and several boxes of cigarettes, expressing a bemused fondness for their proposed utility, and stashed them all in the armored truck.

Selena, again to my surprise, also proved to be an expert on home computer networks. She got something turned on in the guest house such that we were on the same network as the main manor, and from then on we had access to a vast library of movie streams and entertainment streams and games on the big screen televisions. I spent a full day parked on a couch in the front room watching Ian and Jake navigate in tandem through some online first-person shooter experience. It left me wondering who the other online players that they were battling against actually were; if they also lived in mansions in this gated community or if anybody outside still had access to something like this.

I also got to watch several recently released movies, which made me realize just how long it had been since I’d been to a real movie theater, as opposed to the low-rent superstore one in Louisville. I had not heard of any of these recent movies before, all of which seemed to be variants on fighting invading aliens, invading Cthulhu cultists, or invading alien Cthulhu cultists. The weapons of choice against such invaders were suits of power armor, or unexplained magical powers, or both. All of the budgets for these spectacles was spent on special effects, in a literal sense. Every image was computer generated, all the voices were computer synthesized, and the actual screenplays were generative algorithm slock, feeling like a series of disconnected actions scenes picked from a random location generator. They had less narrative than the chess games I had been watching earlier in the week.

“Not interested in the movie?” Kris asked me when she found me sitting upstairs in the room I shared with Logan, scanning through news online with one of the portable computer tablets hooked into the local network. Most of the group was downstairs watching something in the spacious front room.

“Nah.”

She walked in and sat down on the bed, across from the little desk where I was. I turned to face her.

“Do you ever think about how people in a movie don’t actually exist?” she asked in a quiet voice, staring off into space.

“Well, the actors exist.”

“Yeah, though not even in the movies we’ve been watching. It’s all computer generated, even the voices.”

“Sure.”

“You ever think about that?”

“I guess I haven’t.”

“It’s all just a lie.”

“Well, it’s a, uh,” I fought through the stutter, “it’s fantasy.”

“But what’s the difference between fantasy and a lie?”

“Well,” I stopped and thought about this. “A fantasy is maybe not something you’re expected to believe.”

“So which would you say our lives are?”

“What?”

“Us. All of us. Are we lies? Or an elaborate fantasy?”

“I would think we’re real.”

“That’s too easy an answer, and I don’t think it’s right either,” she looked up at me and smiled. “I like your definition though. We’re all a fantasy. We don’t exist, but that’s okay, because nobody should be expected to believe it anyway.”

“I’m,” I stammered, “I don’t understand.”

“Yeah, neither do I.”

I just stared at her after that, uncertain what to say or how to react.

“I’m sorry Greg. I’m not making any sense. I’m just,” she shook her head and looked away. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay.”

She looked like she was about to say something more. Instead she got up, came over, and kissed me on the cheek. Then she exited the room. I looked down at the computer tablet still in my hands, and had to wonder if she had ever been there at all.

*     *     *

On Friday the weather at last broke. It was a freezing cold day under a hard blue sky as we ventured out on errands, hoping to refuel the Beast, wire some money back to Fountain Garden, and see about stocking up on food.

After spending the week cooped up there was a lot of demand to come along on the trip, which led to everyone but Kris, Grant, and Veronica heading out. Despite the fuel situation we all loaded up into the Beast, to both fit everybody and in hopes of refueling it directly.

This was Logan’s idea, and I was glad he had insisted on taking this mobile fortress. It was one of the more harrowing drives I had been on. Even making food runs riding in the back of the Fischers pickup, even when we heard gunshots and saw roadside wrecks that looked like they served as bandit ambush spots, I had not been so anxious. I spent the whole time as tail gunner, at the back of the Beast, watching out its rear window with my rifle in hand, while Logan did the same up front.

Everywhere we went, every vehicle we saw had someone onboard doing likewise, guns at the ready, and in every store there were people openly carrying firearms, often drawn, and casting suspicious looks at everyone else. I saw a few pickups loaded with people who, like Logan and I, were wearing camouflage fatigues and bullet proof vests as if they were part of some military organization. These pickups also had heavy machine guns mounted to their cab roofs, and looked to be zooming off on some urgent business.

A lot of the buildings we passed looked like they belonged in a bombed out war zone, especially as we got father from the interstate, which seemed to define a corridor of civilization. Echoes of gunfire kept breaking through the otherwise quiet day.

For our first errand we had no problem finding a gas station with conventional gasoline, though it lacked both diesel and electric power. With no power to run the pumps they weren’t selling fuel, but we spoke to the shopkeeper, a portly man with a hoody, a shotgun, and a vicious looking facial scar, who said it was a normal rolling blackout and he expected power back later that evening.

At a nearby grocery store we had a similar experience. The power was on, but the place had experienced periodic blackouts over the past week. Signs were placed up everywhere warning us that some of the food had ‘not been stored properly’ or was ‘probably expired’ and we ate at our own risk. Even though the lights were on the heating to the place was turned off, such that the entire store emulated the frozen food aisle. In some ways all of this seemed irrelevant with half the shelves empty. We stocked up on what we could.

Further on we found an abandoned gas station that sat across the street from one that had burned down, and a couple blocks further we found another one that had power, though the pumps did not appear to work. There was a group that looked like a motorcycle gang, except without the motorcycles, gathered around a trash can fire outside the bar next door. They spent the whole time staring at Logan as he stood outside the Beast while some of us went in to ask about the fuel situation. How Logan kept his nerve without provoking them I have no idea.

The gas station itself, we found out from its heavily armed owners, did have conventional gasoline, but no diesel, and the fuel was dispensed only by the owners. One of them accompanied us out and fueled up a couple gas cans for us to use with the Fischers pickup.

“How is it so hard to find diesel fuel?” Lucas asked as he started up the engine again. “You can make it from crops.”

“When we get to Iowa you’ll see what the drought has done to those crops,” Alana said.

“The real problem is supply and demand,” Logan said. “All the available diesel is going to the army and the martial law drones.”

The wiring money part, unfortunately, turned out to be worse than trying to apply for a mortgage. The bank we went to offered the service but needed all manner of identification documents and credit reports and background checks, on both the sender and whoever would be picking it up. This was before Brandon started to explain that the money we wanted to send was in cash and not an active bank account.

We left in defeat and found some shady place a few blocks further from the freeway that promised to transfer the money no questions asked. This was at a ‘credit union’ operating out of the corner of a Chinese restaurant/grocery store that also had some kind of salon/spa in the next room and a series of armed guards watching us from just inside the front door. Aside from the extortionist fees the place looked like it might just take any money we gave them and disappear.

After giving up on that project we tried hitting some more gas stations but found none had diesel available. By now we were getting pretty far afield. We decided not to press our luck further and headed home.

Getting back to Cameron’s gated community did not feel much safer, since I knew it was only a matter of time before we had to venture out again.

The day was dragging on and becoming overcast as we pulled back up at the guest house. While some of the others began gathering up the groceries we had bought I headed inside. My edgy nerves from the day spent as a tail gunner made me long for a nice afternoon nap. I headed to the stairs, intending to go up to my room and do just that.

As I came into the back hallway, however, I heard raised voices. I paused at the foot of the stairs, looking further down the hall, to the ground floor bedrooms. A door there was ajar, and from within I caught Kris’ voice.

The next voice I heard I almost did not recognize, before realizing it was Cameron, our host, who I had not spoken to since our first evening here.

Almost involuntarily I took a step closer. “I can’t,” I heard Kris say.

“Why can’t you?” Cameron asked.

“Cam, I can’t.” She sounded more upset than I had ever heard her. “I have a life.”

“What life? This fake Red Cross thing?”

“Cam, it’s not . . .”

“Don’t bullshit me. I’m not stupid.” There was rising anger in his voice that had me a little concerned. “You aren’t with the Red Cross. None of these people are. They’re separatists, aren’t they? Resistance.”

“Cameron.” She spoke his name almost as a plea.

“You’re taking supplies out west. That’s what this is?”

“Cameron, please.”

“Look, I don’t care. I don’t care if you help the separatists. Fuck, I don’t think anybody should be bothering to stop them. Let ‘em go, make their own country, fine by me. But who are these people to you?”

There was a long pause. “They’re my world,” she said.

“What?”

“Cameron, these people are important to me. What we’re doing is important to me. I’m not gonna run away with you.”

“Why not?”

“Cameron, you’re engaged.”

“So? I don’t care about her. I can’t stand her.”

“Why are you marrying her then?” The genuine bafflement in Kris’ voice matched my own confusion.

“Because,” he paused, then continued with another hint of anger in his voice. “It doesn’t matter, she’s not the one I want to be with.”

“Cam,” Kris said this very slowly. It occurred to me that every time she had said his name there had been an unspoken ‘please’ following it, but this time it came with a lot more sternness. “Why are you marrying her if you don’t want to be with her?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“Yes it does!”

“I don’t want to talk about it, okay! Let’s talk about us.”

“This evasiveness is one of the reasons I left, you know. If you can’t tell me what you’re really thinking we’re done.”

“I could kick you out, you know. You and your whole group.”

“Okay.” I could tell by the defiance in her voice that Kris must also have been using her glare. In the ensuing silence I could almost hear Cameron eroding under that gaze.

“I’m marrying her,” he said quietly, “because I don’t want to be alone.”

The silence that followed was so encompassing that I barely heard the noise of people clambering around in the kitchen and turning on the television in the front room. I had taken a few engrossed steps closer to the door and was waiting intensely for the response.

“We had our chance,” Kris said. “A long time ago. There’s no going back.”

“Why not? Kris, look around. I’m rich.”

“You were rich before.”

“Not like this. Kris, we could leave here, together, go anywhere we want.” I heard him stammer slightly, words rushing out over each other. “We could go anywhere in the world, go far away from this war and live in peace. Together. Anywhere you want.”

“I want to go west,” Kris said flatly. “With my friends. Would you do that?”

“What?”

“Would you give up what you have here and go west with us?”

“Why do you want to do that? Why do you want to hang out with these thugs?”

I had mixed feeling about being called a thug. It caught me off guard, and I missed part of what Kris said next.

“I thought so. Cameron, we had our chance. It’s time to move on. I would tell you that marrying someone just to not be lonely is a terrible thing to do, for you and her, but it’s your life and your decision. My life is elsewhere.”

“I could kick you out you know. You and all your friends. I would never have let Abby bring a bunch of randos here. I’m only letting them all stay because of you.”

“Okay.” I realized she said this word in just the same way I often did.

“Okay?”

“You can kick us out if you have to. We’ll leave, and I’ll go with my friends and find someplace else.”

“Kris, why are you being like this? I love you. Why can’t we start over? We’ve got everything we could ever need.”

“You had your opportunity Cam. Money isn’t going to buy you another one.”

“That’s not,” I heard a sudden spike of frustration in his voice. “Kris, why are you so difficult? It’s, ahh,” he let out a shout that was cut short.

“Stop,” Kris said. There was a long pause after in which I realized I was holding my breath.

“Stop,” Kris said again. “If you hit me I’ll scream.”

“I wasn’t going to hit you.”

“Yes you were. And I was going to scream. And everyone out in the front room would come in here, and see what you had done. And I would tell them what you’d done, not just now, but I’d tell them about all the times before.”

“I would never hurt you.”

“If that’s true you’d walk away, and you’d let us stay until it’s time for us to leave, and then you would let me go.”

“Kris.” There was that spike of anger again.

“If I scream then the people who really love me will all come in here, and I’ll tell them I’m in danger. I don’t want you to face the consequences of that. Please don’t make me.”

As she spoke it fully sunk in for me that she was talking about calling in myself or Logan or Austin or the Fischer brothers, or all of us, to come protect her from an ex-boyfriend turned violent. It all gave me the sudden sense of listening in on what should have been a private conversation. I had started doing it without thinking and gotten sucked in, not quite appreciating what I was doing.

I felt awful for spying on her like that, without quite meaning to. Right away I retreated, slipping back down the hall to the upward stairs. I went up a few steps, then stopped. Lingering there, I contemplated if I should do something. I did not want to eavesdrop further, per se, but given Kris might be screaming for help any second I felt like I should be nearby.

Before I could consider it much further the bedroom door was flung open. Cameron came bursting out. I caught a glimpse of his face, flushed red, before ducking away against the wall out of his line of sight. He would have seen me had he continued toward the front room, but he turned off before, to the downward stair, heading down to the underground passage back to the main house.

The sound of the television and people in the kitchen out front at last entered my consciousness. I hesitated there a little longer, then walked back over and entered Kris’ room.

She was sitting on the edge of the bed, head drooped down, cheeks wet with tears. It occurred to me then I had no sense from her voice that she had been crying. She looked up at me, her stare warped by sadness.

“Um,” I stammered, not knowing what to say. “I overheard some of that. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to, I just was in the hallway and heard, and, um, sorry.” She just kept staring at me, making me feel like I should say more. “Do you want a hug?”

This got a weak little smile. She got up and walked over, accepting my embrace. I held it like that, maybe squeezing a little too hard, than realized and let her go.

She still did not say anything, again making me feel awkward. “Are you gonna be okay?” Kris nodded and moved to sit down on the bed again. “Can I get you anything?”

“No,” she gave a quick smile again. “Thank you, Greg.”

“I’ll, um, I’ll just leave you alone. I’ll be upstairs, if, um,” I just trailed off there, then headed out and up to the second floor, feeling like I needed that nap more than ever.

*     *     *

Everyone seemed to treat the idea that Kris did not exist as a sort of running gag. I was worried she might be insulted, since she always presented the idea with the utmost seriousness. Over our days in the guest house though I found she just laughed or played along whenever someone pretended not to see or hear her or acted surprised as if they had suddenly just become aware of her or hypothesized about the ethereal realm she dwelled in when not visible to anyone else.

Crazy Ian liked the logic puzzles it seemed to present. “If you don’t really exist, how come our food calculations always take an extra person into account?”

“Maybe you’re all eating a little bit more than you think.”

“Except that would mean we should be gaining weight, and I’m pretty sure . . .”

“Ian, you realize God has a lot of plot holes too, yet still attracts plenty of believers.”

“Does that mean that you’re God?”

“No, I’m too corporeal. I can only aspire to that level of non-existence.”

It was Saturday morning, most of us gathered around for breakfast, as Kris and Ian had this discussion. I had not spoken to Kris since the previous afternoon but was glad to see her feeling better. Or at least looking like she felt better. I wanted to ask her about what had happened with Cameron but was not certain if that was my place, and either way was not going to do so with everyone else around.

Instead I sat there as the conversation turned to plans for another errand expedition. There was still hope of finding diesel for sale without crossing through a checkpoint into the martial law sector, and still hope of finding a reputable place that would wire money back to Ohio. It was suggested, without much evidence, that perhaps our luck would be different on the weekend.

Still, there was an optimistic feeling, even Logan proposing that another attempt could be worthwhile. Our mood seemed to match the clear, cold day that had dawned outside.

So it felt like a blast of cold air when we heard loud steps coming from the stairwell. Everyone fell quiet and turned to the hallway to watch as the master of the house stepped into the kitchen.

Cameron moved to stand behind the counter, facing those of us sitting there and the others gathered around the long dining table beyond. He looked beleaguered, a lot more than just a week older, which was the last time I had gotten a good look at him, and more ragged than the glimpse I had gotten the previous afternoon.

“Kris,” he said, staring at her as if the rest of us weren’t present.

Sitting at the dining table she sat up a little, staring at him but saying nothing.

There was another noise from the stair, even louder, and then Abby emerged from the hall as well, almost at a run.

“Cam!” she rushed right up to her brother.

“Not now!” His voice rose as he turned back to her.

“Cam, you can’t do this.”

“Not now!” It was an even louder shout that had Abby taken aback. She took a literal step backward and stared at him with wide eyes.

“Kris,” Cameron turned back to her. “I need to speak with you.”

“Okay,” she set down her fork, pushed aside her plate, and leaned forward to focus her full attention on him.

Cameron glanced around at all of us now staring at him. “Yeah, so,” he fidgeted with his hands. “I had a disturbing visit last night.”

“Oh?”

“A pair of GSA agents. They came right up, used their special access to get through the main gate and house gate, right up to the front door.”

Kris just held his gaze, her look one of vague disinterest.

“What did they say?” Austin, sitting next to me at the kitchen counter, asked.

“They’re looking for some people. A group of people, terrorist sympathizers, heading west, with a stolen armored truck. Disguised as a Red Cross truck. They said they got an anonymous tip from someone spotting such a vehicle in this neighborhood.”

If anybody had not been paying attention before all of us were now riveted on this conversation. Cameron seemed to have become aware of the ever more intense stares on him. He slunk back a little under their weight.

“What did you tell them?” Austin asked. He kept his voice calm and expression neutral, somehow. I noticed that the color had drained from Logan’s face.

“I told them I hadn’t seen any vehicles with Red Cross symbols around. They told me that,” he glanced around, then looked down as he continued. “They said the group of people included a convict who escaped from a maximum security GSA facility. Armed and dangerous.”

“That can’t possibly mean Kris,” Hannah said.

“Hey, we escaped from that prison too,” Grant said.

“Yeah,” Crazy Ian added, “I’m totally armed and dangerous.”

Cameron looked about nervously at us all. “It’s a good thing they came by at night. If it had been light out they would have seen all the cars around the guest house and taken a look.”

“So we need to move the armored truck into the garage,” Logan said. “The pickup and jeep as well, even though they weren’t mentioned. I’m assuming you don’t have an RV garage so that’ll just have to be. Maybe we . . .”

“What I need,” Cameron raised his voice again to cut Logan off, which seemed to spike the tension level in the room. Cameron must have noticed this too. He paused, looked around, gathered himself. “I need you guys to clear out.”

“You’re really kicking them out?” Abby shout-asked at him.

“It’s just too dangerous.”

“Too dangerous for who?”

“For me! I can’t risk this.”

“But they can? They’re the ones being hunted.”

“If they find I have terrorist here they’ll arrest all of us. Me included.”

“You told me we’re all in this together.” The way Abby said this I got the sense that, at some point, there had been some dramatic conversation with her brother, not of the same nature but the same intensity, as the one he had with Kris.

“We’re in it together,” Cameron said to Abby. “You and I. We can’t help every random friend Uncle Kyle sends our way.”

“They’re my friends. They got me out of there.”

“Abs, this is serious.”

“I know it’s serious, it’s been serious the whole time,” her voice was rising in intensity to match his. “What did you think I meant when I was telling you about helping people?”

“Helping people heading west isn’t the same as harboring terrorists.”

“They’re not terrorists.”

“The GSA thinks they are.”

“The GSA thinks everyone headed west is a terrorist.”

“That’s not . . .”

Abby raised her voice again, shouting over her brother. “What did you think I was doing, Cam? That camp was a safehouse. I was helping move people west to help the Resistance.”

“Abs, this isn’t the same.”

“How is it not the same?”

“I have a lot more to lose.”

Abby looked like she had been punched. “What is that suppose to mean?”

Cameron stammered as he tried to continue. “I, just, I can’t risk it. I’m sorry. I need everyone cleared out.”

His sister just stared at him, mouth agape. Cameron turned to look around at the rest of us, stares bearing down on him.

“Okay then,” Kris said at last. “We’ll pack up and be out of here before noon. Thank you for letting us stay.”

“Kris, I . . .”

“Thank you,” she cut him off, her voice strong and calm. “For letting us stay. We’ll clean the place up and be out of her by noon.”

He looked up, trying to hold her gaze and inevitably failing. “You’re welcome.”

So the plans for some kind of errand trip morphed into the more straight forward operation of packing and leaving. While Cameron quickly disappeared back to the main house, Abby lingered, helping us straighten up and get packed and giving everyone hugs goodbye.

“You can come with us, if you want,” Kris told her.

“I wouldn’t be any use to you guys.”

“Are you serious?” Alana said. “You’ve been living off the land in a national forest for the past few years. You’re one of the most useful people we could have around.”

“I wasn’t living off the land, I was living off my brother.” She made a pointed glance back toward the main house. “I have to stay. He needs me.” Abby drew a deep sigh. “I’m always taking care of one family member or another.”

After another round of hugs she set about helping us load up. We all said little as we brought our bags and crates of food out to the vehicles. 

“So these friends of yours,” Logan asked of Kris as he dropped a crate he was lugging into the back of the pickup. “Are you sure they’ll take us in?”

“They said they would. They said they had space.”

“You got in touch with them then?”

“I found them on a social stream. They’ve got one for the whole community.”

“What account did you contact them from?”

“I set up a new one. I’ve never actually tried accessing any old account since we escaped.”

“You think they might be able to track us that way?” Veronica asked.

“It occurred to me that could part of the reason the GSA came around here,” Logan said.

“Unlikely,” Austin shook his head as he entered the conversation carrying another food crate. Once he’d dropped it off he continued. “Unless they were already monitoring this place for some reason.”

“That seems unlikely,” Logan said.” You think someone around here rolled on us?”

“That would be my guess. All the more reason to bail.

“What do you think of staying with these friends of Kris?”

Austin shook his head. “I was gonna ask you the same thing.”

“Well we need someplace to go, and I like it better than trying some motel with a ‘bring-your-own-security’ vibe.”

“I got in touch with Brie as well,” Alana said. “She said we’d be welcome if we want.”

“Satanists are the backup plan,” Logan said. “Since we’re heading to St. Louis anyway we’ll check Kris’ friends first. As always we’ll approach with caution.”

*     *     *

It was another overcast day as we rolled out of the luxury neighborhood. I was on guard again, riding up front in the armored truck with my rifle ready, keeping an eye on our caravan trailing in the rear view mirror. Fortunately, unlike our errand run, we were going to the freeway, which seemed to be the direction of decreasing danger. Once on the interstate it was a straight shot down to our destination.

According to both Austin and Abby there were no checkpoints along this stretch of interstate. Once on the road we found they were right, though we passed several exits and an interchange that had once been major checkpoints. I could tell from the heavy concrete structures built beneath the overpasses and the additional buildings occupying median spaces around exit ramps or within big interchange loops. In every case the buildings of these former checkpoint were now burnt out ruins, their walls blackened and crumbling. There was no line of cars or military vehicles blocking traffic or soldiers idling around. We cruised past without slowing down, a normal thing that felt rather strange.

We still had sunlight by the time we arrived in the city of East St. Louis. We were starting to see highway signs indicating we were approaching Missouri when Kris directed us to an off-ramp. Our destination was an apartment complex located just off the freeway, such that one side of it was the tall, concrete sound barrier wall that lined this stretch of road.

Turning onto the street I saw that this sound barrier was not the only wall around this place. The front of the complex had a short, brick wall that looked like part of the original design. Just behind this though there was a much taller wall, a row of wooden posts fifteen feet tall with pointed tops.

“They’ve got a palisade,” Logan said, providing the word I could not think of for this fortification structure.

A short ways down the street there was a turn off to enter the apartment complex. At one time this may have been just like turning off onto any other suburban street. Now there was a semicircle of chain link fence, obviously ripped out and repurposed from somewhere else. A central gate in it was sealed with a loop of chain.

Logan, in manual control, turned into the complex and brought us to a stop in front of the gate. Behind us the Beast was stopped about halfway though its turn, leaving the rest of the convoy to spill out onto the otherwise unoccupied road. The whole experience was reminiscent of our arrival at Cameron’s estate, except scaled down to a more reasonable level.

Nothing happened at first. Further ahead, beyond the chain link gate, was a building I assumed to be the main apartment office. An odd colored flag hung limp on the pole out front, and a sign on the roof, built up from wooden planks, proclaimed the name of this place as ‘the Vineyards.’

Beyond the building I could see people moving, and smoke rose from a few chimneys further in, but nobody appeared to acknowledge our presence.

“Do we honk?” Logan asked.

“I think someone’s coming,” Kris said.

From out of the main building emerged a young man in a light coat. As he jogged across the little parking lot Kris started to roll down her window to speak with him. “Hi,” she shouted, then instead decided to just get out.

I got out as well. We walked forward together to stand in front of the truck. I still had my rifle with me but slung over my shoulder by its strap. I positioned myself a little behind and to the side of Kris.

“Hi,” she said as the man, more a teenager, came up to the chain link fence. “We’re uh, we’re friends of Scarlet. She’s expecting us. Um, Jade, and her friends.”

“Oh. Okay. Hold on.”

He turned and ran, a little faster this time, back to the office. We stood there, still waiting, in silence. A car drove by on the road behind us, and somewhere in the complex ahead came a distant hammering noise.

When the teen came running back again he carried a big key ring with him. “They’re coming,” he said as he unlocked the padlock and chain that held the fence gate. “You guys can come in.”

With the chain pulled away he moved to swing the gate open. I started to get back into the truck, but Kris stopped me. “Stay out here,” she said.

“Why?”

“I don’t want them to be suspicious of us.”

“Getting in the truck would be suspicious?”

“I think there are snipers watching us.”

I glanced around at the surrounding buildings. Each one was three stories and probably contained a dozen or so apartments. There were sloped roofs and patios all around, cluttered with stuff, that would make fine sniper positions.

Once the gate was open we walked forward, the vehicles idling behind. Ahead there was a small parking lot crammed with cars. There was no place to park, and little place even for our vehicles to fit. The parking lot had once extended to either side , interweaving among the apartment buildings, but in both directions new structures now blocked that off. To one side sat the trailer portion of an automated shipping truck, now set up on cinder-blocks, its length spanning the street. In the other direction was some kind of big aluminum siding shed with a door big enough to serve as a garage.

I had been relaxed by the uneventful drive, but now felt the tension building again. I don’t know if it was Kris’ mention of snipers or if there was something about this place tripping my paranoia. I walked with one arm on the stock of my rifle, the other on the strap, ready to swing it out.

As we reached the row of parked cars another man emerged from the office. He was older, his head covered with a cap from which wisps of grey hair.

“Just go ahead and double park there,” he shouted for all the drivers to hear. “Fit ‘em in wherever you can. Go on and get that gate closed up.” He added this last to the younger man, who rushed back off across the parking lot once again. He waved in the Fischers and Alfas, directing them to what vacant spots could be managed in the cramped lot.

“So you’re Jennifer’s friend?” the older man asked us. “Jade, was it?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Okay. Wait here, she’ll be around in just a bit.”

He started off in a different direction, toward the shed/garage structure, waving for the younger man to join him and leaving us to just stand out there.

“They also know you as Jade,” I said.

Kris looked away and hesitated before responding. “It was the name I was going by at the time. When I knew Scarlet, or Jennifer, and Amy.”

“Those are your friends?”

“Yeah. I met Scarlet first, I,” She trailed off, and I did not pry further.

The tension was broken when a pair of women and a tall, fresh-faced man emerged along a little walkway that looped around the office. Kris spotted them and rushed forward, myself following discreetly after.

The first woman, who rushed forward as well to embrace her friend, was Kris’ height and build and complexion, her hair a short cropped auburn color. The other woman was taller and heavier. Despite the weather she wore just a vest over a short sleeve shirt that left exposed sleeves of tattoos on both arms. She also had short cropped, dark hair along with big gauge earrings and an assortment of other facial piercings.

“It’s so good to see you,” the shorter one, Scarlet, was effusing over her friend. “We honestly thought you were dead.”

“I, uh . . .”

“You know Amy, of course. This is my brother Gavin.”

“A pleasure.” He stepped forward, took her offered hand, then pulled her into a hug. As he did I took note of the pistol he carried on his belt.

“Who’s the quiet one behind you?” the taller woman, Amy, asked.

“Oh, this is Greg. Greg, this is my good friend Scarlet . . .”

“Just Jennifer now,” she said. “Or Jenn.”

“Jennifer.” Kris gestured to her, then pressed a hand against her chest. “Kris.”

“Oh. Of course.”

Kris turned back to me and gestured to the taller woman, “and her partner Amy.”

I shook both their hands.

“You’ve got a dozen more as well in the trucks?” Jennifer asked.

“Yeah. There are fourteen of us. I thought I mentioned . . .”

“You did,” Jennifer said. “Don’t worry, we’re ready, we have space.”

“Have your friends come on out,” Amy said. “We’ll show you. But no firearms.”

Kris shot a glance at me. I smirked and asked. “Are swords allowed?”

“Sure, if it makes you feel big. Leave your guns in your cars.”

“It’s just a precaution,” Gavin said. “There’s been some recent unpleasantness. Also why we blocked off the streets. You know, in case someone breaks through the gate.”

“Has that been a problem?” I asked.

“Not until this year.”

“Don’t expect it to be a problem any more,” Amy said. I was unsure what she meant by that but decided not to ask further.

“Yeah, so sorry about the cramped space, by the way” Jennifer said, referring to the parking lot. “We’ll figure something out with your cars.”

While Kris continued talking with her old friends, I went back to the armored truck and told Logan and Austin about the weapons. We gathered everybody and all stood there in front of the armored truck, whatever bags or backpacks we had slung over our shoulders. Logan and I wore the machetes we’d got at the Louisville superstore on our hips, and Logan had his crossbow strapped to his backpack.

Our hosts led us along the winding path around the office and into the center of the apartment complex. The vibe I got was very much like at Fountain Garden, with older structures modified and repurposed by some hardcore do-it-yourself types.

They brought us to some apartments in a building near the back end of the complex.

“So most of this building isn’t being used right now,” Jennifer said. “If you don’t feel safe here there are some empty homes on the north side you could use, but we haven’t completed the wall over there, so you’d have to, you know, watch our for yourselves.”

“Is being outside your walls a big deal?” Kris asked.

“It, well,” she hesitated. “Yeah, I would say so. Since last summer, anyway, we’ve had problems with robbers and gangs coming by and trying to steal from us. They’ve vandalized the wind turbines a few times.”

“That sounds less safe,” Logan said. “Is there a reason we shouldn’t feel safe in this building?”

“Not at all,” Amy said. 

“No, no, I’m sure you’ll be fine,” Jennifer said, but then grimaced. “I just think you should know . . .”

“That doesn’t have anything to do with anything,” Amy interrupted her.

“I know, but, they should know.”

“We should know what?” Logan asked, unafraid to assert himself into this little argument.

“This is,” Jennifer started, then interrupted herself with a sigh. “We’ve had some people here, in the past few months, they’ve come down sick.”

“They have the plague,” Amy said.

“The plague?” Logan asked.

“GTV. Genetic Toxin Virus. The whole biological weapon our government saw fit to release on the world.”

“Have you had a lot of cases?” Kris asked.

“There were just a few,” Jennifer turned to her friend, trying to meet her gaze and failing, and instead turned to her brother.

“Our father is among them,” Gavin said.

“Your dad? Oh Jenn, I’m so sorry . . .”

“He’s still with us. For now, but,” She turned to avoid our gazes, and breathed a slow sigh. “Anyway, we were keeping some of the people who get sick here, in this building, to keep them isolated from everyone else, just in case.”

“Not that it seems to be very contagious,” Gavin said, “but, well,” he shrugged.

“It is contagious,” Charlotte stepped forward to say. “We’ve seen quite a few people with it. It just doesn’t affect most people, even when they get exposed.”

“So you guys have nothing to worry about,” Amy said.

“Actually,” Kris hesitated, turning her intense stare toward the building itself.

“You have a problem with this?”

“No, not at all. I just wanted to say that, if your father is still alive,” Kris offered a partial smile. “I think we can help.”

 

 

 


 

 

 

 

 

Interlude 3 

 


 

 

The Path of Billions

	A Radical Proposal

	All Religions are essentially correct and life is ultimately fair!

	Will get to that second point in a moment







	Each religion gets pieces right but they must be synthesized together to get a true whole









 

 


 

	What happens when we die?

	Two main proposals:

	Afterlife: Heaven/Hell/ghosts/other plane of existence



	Reincarnation: Reborn into this world in a new form







	Can both be true?

	Afterlife: sometimes theorized that higher planes exist, could be reborn into new afterlives



	Reincarnation: theorized possible to achieve Nirvana, escape cycle and enter true afterlife



	Could an afterlife involve being reborn into higher or lower plains, or back into our world?









 





 


 

	Souls

	Either afterlife or reincarnation involves a soul that lives on after physical death

	If we are reincarnated, does it happen immediately? If not, to what afterlife does the soul go while it waits? How long must it wait?



	Could the rebirth be instantaneous for the soul yet involve large time gaps from the perspective of our physical world, i.e. could the soul experience a time jump before rebirth?



	Could these time jumps be backwards?













 

 


 

	Proposal: A Universal Soul

	If reincarnation is not constrained by time, then when we die we could be reborn as someone in the past, perhaps the distant past or just sometime before the birth in our first life



	It would be possible for people to meet who have the same soul

	Would this make them soulmates?



	In fact, this could happen all the time.







	Despite billions of people in the world, the actual number of souls circulating around could be rather small, with many people just being different reincarnations of the same soul living through parallel lives



	In fact, the number of souls could be one.

 









 


 

	Humanity

	All of us, all of humanity, has a single soul that we all share, a soul that lives through each of our lives, and the lives of every other person who has ever lived, in turn.



	There is God, and perhaps angels and demigods and such, but in our physical realm there is nobody else. It is just us, and our single, continuous life.









 

 


 

	Judgement

	Everyone you meet is living a life you lived before, or will live in your relative future



	The implications of this are profound:

	Everything you have ever done, every act of kindness or cruelty, every mean spirited thought, every shared joy, every trespass, every sacrifice, you have done to yourself.













 

 


 

	Cycle and Afterlife

	These reincarnations are not an endless cycle with no goal or point though. They work toward something. All our lives move us closer to the Afterlife.



	Our soul does not just pointlessly repeat lives. It grows and improves. It just does not always appear that way because we do not view all the lives in the order our soul experiences them.

	The first lives of our soul are people you have heard of. Like an infant, we had not yet learned how to treat others. These are the psychopaths. Callous corporate raiders and cruel tyrants. This is a Hitler or a Stalin, Genghis Khan or Ivan the Terrible, Caligula or Trump.













 

 


 

	Cycle and Afterlife 

	(continued)

	Over time we started to learn. We became people who may have done terrible things yet also were capable of redemption, then later people who could be said to be good on the whole despite our flaws. Each cycle, each life, we got a little bit better.



	The later, most mature lives of our Universal Soul are also people you have heard of. They are the saints and the best exemplars of humanity. A Gandhi or Martin Luther King, a Mother Theresa or Dalli Lama, or important figures such as the Buddha, Confucius, or Muhammad the Prophet.













 

 


 

	The Ultimate Goal

	The last life or our soul, the final one before at last ending the cycle of rebirth, is that of Jesus Christ.

	Jesus is said to be the son of God, but also all humans are God’s children. This makes sense because our Universal Soul is God’s child, and because of this we are all children of God, even as our growth toward God reaches its most pure and mature state in the form of our final life as Jesus.







	At the end of his life Jesus was not reborn in this continued cycle, but instead at last broke free of the cycle and was resurrected before ascending to heaven, thus at last entering the Afterlife

	What comes after that we cannot know













 

 


 

	The Teachings of Jesus

	Jesus, at the time of his ministry, had come to realize all this, though he communicated it in cryptic terms.

	He discussed the coming of the Kingdom of Heaven within his lifetime, or the lifetime of his disciples, which was true, as it was at the time of his death and resurrection that the cycle of rebirth was broken and our universal soul, in Jesus, at last ascended from this material world.













 

 


 

	The Teachings of Jesus

	(continued)

	Jesus said that “how you treat the least among you is how you treat me.” Which makes sense in the most literal way, for Jesus realized he had lived through the lives of all the weak, the poor, the diseased and outcast, and knew what was done to them is done to all of us.



	Jesus said “no one gets to the father except through me.” This also makes literal sense, since the only way to God is through the ending of the cycle of rebirth, which comes with the final life as Jesus, and all of us, through our universal soul, will ultimately become him.













 

 


 

	Treat Yourself Well

	It is a tragedy when someone commits self-abuse. Yet the truth, the truth that we will all eventually realize, is that any kind of abuse is self-abuse. What we do to each other, we do to ourselves, in the most literal sense. Any favor or kindness you bestow is one you will receive in a different life, and any pain you inflict is a pain you will have to endure in a different life.



	With that knowledge go forth, knowing you are not just an isolated cell of awareness, but part of something much bigger, that you posses the soul of a child of God, a spark of the divine within you that has been carried through others before you and will be carried on by others afterwards. You do not walk a path alone through this world, but one that is tread by billions who are with you, who are you, in every way that matters.

 









 


I had never seen a church sermon presented in slide show form before. Watching the high priestess blow through it the first time, on only our second day in the Vineyards, I had been reminded of endless, mind-numbing Army briefings. It was not until a week later, when I saw the presentation again, that I really had a chance to absorb things.

Probably that was because of the little handouts they had. I had definitely never seen a sermon turned into a slide show presentation and then printed out on three-by-five note cards. On the day the refugees arrived though Heather, a dark-skinned, heavy-set, head-scarf wearing woman who I had come to think of as the high priestess, though her official title was ‘spiritual mayor’, had a bowl filled with her presentation, printed out on laminated cards and bound with a plastic spiral.

While she spoke with the uninjured among the refugees, I had a chance to flip through one of these, reading it slowly for myself the way I was always more comfortable with. When I was done I examined the little plastic object in my hands, then stuffed it into my pocked with my collection of Kris’ writings.

I was standing at the back of the Vineyards’ town hall. It was a low building that had once contained the front offices for this former apartment complex, along with a sort of club house for parties, a gym whose workout equipment had been looted, and some miscellaneous storage rooms. Now it served as a combination meeting hall, court house, and bank for this little community.

The main gathering space had, at its front, a long, high-top table with bar stools along one side, facing the audience, and a projector mounted overhead and hooked up to a small computer. It had been on this that I had seen Heather give her presentation on the ‘Universal Soul.’ Now she was standing in front of the table, talking with the refugees, while the other mayors sat at the table behind her.

The five leaders here were called, collectively, the town council, yet for some reason all of them had the title of ‘mayor’. In addition to Heather, there was also Phil, the grey-haired, pony-tailed man who had met us when we first arrived. He was known as the law mayor. There was also a bank mayor, a civil mayor, and Robert.

Robert was a big, bearded guy with an affable smile. He had never been introduced with a mayor title like the others, and when I had asked someone what his title was I had gotten a vague answer, saying he was just ‘on the council.’ I got the impression he was just kinda there.

Facing the high-top council table was a make-shift auditorium filled with rows of folding chairs. By my estimation it appeared nowhere near adequate to hold the current population of this place, but for now it was only the half-dozen refugees who had arrived that morning not needing immediate medical attention.

They were children, or rather teenagers, dark-skinned and haggard. They had sat blankly through Heather’s presentation but, I saw, were sitting up more as she explained what was in store for them.

“You don’t have to come to services if you don’t want,” she gestured to the now turned off projector and screen behind her. “You don’t have to believe anything I was saying earlier, either. You can believe whatever you want, our only rule about that is no proselytizing. Don’t bother others with your beliefs. Other than that, make yourselves useful, and you’ll have a place here.”

She paused, looking about as if expecting questions, but got only expectant stares. She glanced behind herself to see if the others had anything to add.

“They’re ready for them at the dorms,” Rachel, the civic mayor, and perhaps the leader of this council, said.

“Okay then,” Heather gestured toward the doors, and myself. “We’ll talk more later. Right now Greg will walk you over to the dorm project.”

“Are we gonna see our friends?” one of the older girls, with dark hair in two extremely long braids, asked.

“Doctor says they need to rest right now,” Rachel offered an uncertain smile. “But you’ll pass by the clinic, Greg will point it out. You can stop by and check on them tonight. Or, if they’re feeling better, maybe some of them will be able to join you later today.”

This all seemed satisfactory to them. The dual-braided hair girl stood up, prompting the others to do the same, and they all filed their way toward me.

I did not bother saying anything, instead just watching the kids approach, then headed on through the back doors and out into the community.

It was an overcast day, dreary and calm. Right outside the town hall there was a swimming pool that had been converted into some kind of goat pen. Some posts around it held up a protective tarp that sloped to one side. A set of goats stood in the drained shallow end, munching on something from a trough suspended from the side of the pool.

Beyond this were a pair of outdoor basketball courts, one of which remained a basketball court, the other now filled with gardens set in elevated beds. These contained just dirt and snow right now, but there were trellis fences scattered around the former court.

The meandering pathway through the middle of the complex led to a sort of back alley space, where apartment patios faced each other rather than the surrounding parking lot. This area had been converted into a kind of small town main street. Walls put up around patios enclosed little workshops. Walking along here it was easy to catch glimpses of people working inside, sawing wood by hand, working on dismantled motors or electronics or bicycles, sewing and knitting. Outside people scurried about between buildings on whatever errands they had, undeterred by the weather. Many of them eyed the refugees as we past, right before giving me a nod in greeting.

Further into the complex we passed through a parking lot that had, to a large extent, been ripped apart. Chunks of broken concrete were stacked in a few haphazard piles around its perimeter. The land itself was mostly empty, but parts were surrounded by eclectic fences, made in part from wood, from sections of chainlink, from stacks of stone and broken concrete. There was a wooden barn along the outer part of the lot with a new coat of red paint.

As we went I moved slowly, allowing my charges to take all this in. While I had not been expressly asked to do so, it seemed like a good move to let them get a sense of where they had arrived. Beyond the barn we passed through a large gap in the northern fence of the apartment complex, and here I picked up the pace as things got less interesting.

There was no official northern border to the Vineyards, as far as I could tell. North of the former apartment complex was a suburban street, with the houses on its south side backing up against the complex fence. These houses had mostly been repurposed. While it reminded me of Fountain Gardens in a superficial way, I found the work here seemed much more professional, much more planned, rather than ad-hoc and makeshift. Were it not for the lots these buildings sat upon, I might not have realized they had once been houses.

We walked past a white-painted building whose garage had been extended out all the way past the sidewalk and a little into the cracked and pitted street itself. There was a red cross painted on the side of this building, done with a precision that made me realize how amateurish the red crosses we had painted on our vehicles had been. I noted this was the medical clinic before moving on.

This quiet street dead-ended at a golf course. The entrance had some kind of stone structure forming an arch over the road. I had no idea what this had once been, but it now looked dilapidated and about to collapse. In the meantime, underneath the arch a simple vehicle gate barred the road. It was closed, but there were gaps that people on foot could easily fit through.

Beyond the gate a larger parking lot opened out toward the former club-house on our left, while on the right was the former driving range, its southern boundary marked by the tall sound barrier wall that separated us from the freeway. Most of the driving range was an empty snow field, but the Vineyarders had not left the space totally fallow. A pair of green houses had been build next to the road, and the foundation for a third sat further down.

Opposite the parking lot entrance was an area of roughage that separated the driving range from the main fairways. I could see how in summer it would be a spot bursting with greenery. Even as it was there were visible roots and grasses poking up from cracked and distorted asphalt at that end of the parking lot, in testament to how long this place had been abandoned.

That overgrowth provided a nook in which we had parked the Beast, keeping it nicely tucked away. I took note of its presence, seeing from the lack of lights on inside that Lucas was likely not home, then took a left turn and headed to the club house.

Originally this building had contained some kind of bar/restaurant area, a shop, and some offices and storage rooms, as far as I could tell. Much of the interior was now in a state of transformation, being converted into a dormitory with a communal kitchen area. The work was being done by some other young teenagers, who I gathered were also refugees who wandered in here. They were supervised by Amy, now along with the Fischers and myself.

As I walked in I was immediately greeted by the sight of Brandon and one of the older teens, hauling a stack of long two-by-four wooden beams between them. Both of them glanced over at my little group.

“I brought more workers,” I said.

This got a smirk from Brandon and a curt nod that attested to the load he was hauling. He continued on without stopping, but the teen helping him called out over his shoulder, “new folks are here boss.”

Emerging from an adjoining hallway came Amy, herself carrying an armload of stuff. Most of it, I noticed, seemed to be glass jars filled to capacity with nails or screws of different types. She paused in front of us with an uncomprehending stare.

“The new arrivals,” I answered her gaze. “Council said to bring them over here.”

She continued to just stare, taking in the group around me. Then she turned and carefully negotiated her load down onto a nearby table.

“I thought they were all at the clinic,” she said.

“Most of them are.”

“We’re not sick,” the tall, braided-hair girl was quick to add.

“Then I guess I’m putting you to work. Follow me, Brandon’s got enough wood hauled for all of us.”

I noticed some smiles among the refugees as they moved to follow Brandon into the open restaurant area, or else take some of the haphazard load Amy had been carrying. The braided-hair girl, however, hesitated with a concerned look.

“I’m gonna head over to the medical clinic,” I said, hoping this would allay her concern, “and check on the others, let them know to head over here when they’re ready.”

“Are they gonna be up and working today?” Amy asked in surprise.

“Oh, well, I don’t know, but they need some place to stay, right?”

“We don’t have room here yet. Y’all are about to be building your own rooms, by the way,” she added to the refugees.

“Okay,” I said, “but there isn’t enough room in the clinic.” In response to this I got a rather cold stare. “I guess I’ll go check on them and figure something out.”

With that I headed back out into the desolate parking lot. I took note of the vans parked right near the clubhouse, and the aluminum sheds set up on the grass nearby. These contained a bunch of building materials being used in this renovation, though I had no idea where the Vineyards had acquired it all.

Back on the side street I made my way to the town clinic and walked in through the front door, which was actually located on the side of the structure. There was a tiny lobby with nobody present, so I let myself in to the back.

Right away I ran into Kris, standing in a hallway and writing something down on a large clipboard. I could tell right away it was some kind of medical record, but I caught myself all the same with a surge of excitement at seeing her writing again.

“Oh Greg,” she looked up at me as I approached. “Good, you’re here. Can you go get me a fresh water barrel? Thanks.”

She was moving toward another examination room before I could say anything. I shrugged to myself and turned to go get a water barrel.

The water situation in the Vineyards was a major topic. On our first full day, when we were invited to the town hall for a big meeting and I first heard Heather’s whole universal soul spiel, the bulk of that meeting had been discussing plumbing plans. It seemed that the apartment complex, and the converted houses on the south side of the nearby street, no longer had access to public water and sewage. It was unclear to me whether that was because the city had turned these off, or if the locals had switched it off themselves.

It was a similar situation with the electricity. Nominally the whole town was still on the city grid, but this was in rolling black out mode more often than not, and the locals had disconnected a lot of the buildings from the local power lines. Instead they had their own electric grid, run off solar panels and battery walls scattered around. Sometimes they would use city power to charge the batteries, and a lot of the time they shut off power to large parts of the town to avoid too much draw.

Meanwhile, the houses on the north side of the street, along with the golf course, still had city water, though what came out of the faucet was often milky and gritty. Nevertheless the Vineyarders were busy tapping into this supply. One of the north-side houses now contained a very elaborate filtration system overseen by a fussy old couple who both had long grey beards and always wore matching flannel. This building’s water main was hooked in to a row of giant, multi-story filtration tanks.

There had been plenty of talk at the last town meeting about connecting these tanks to the main complex, and to the plentiful rain catchments scattered around the community. Apparently it was going to get underway as soon as the ground thawed next spring. In the meantime many of us were left fetching water from the filtration house.

I entered the garage, where hoses filled up plastic fifty-five gallon drums and space heaters kept the area from freezing. I found a hand trolley and got one of the drums maneuvered onto it, then lugged the thing across the street to the clinic.

Around the back I entered a sort of utility room where the drums could be hooked into the clinic’s plumbing through another improvised hose systems. I found two of the half-dozen tanks were empty, so after swapping out this one and getting it all hooked up I made a second trip, bringing over another full drum. Whoever had done this last had also failed to return a hand trolley here, so I hauled that back to the water house along with the empty drum.

After all that I felt spent. I made my way back to the front of the clinic. In the lobby I found Kris again, collapsed in one of the chairs, her head tilted back and her eyes closed. I carefully sat down next to her.

“I got the water reset,” I said.

At first she remained motionless. Then she opened her eyes and looked at me. “Thank you Greg.”

“How are they?” I nodded toward the back to indicate her charges. The Vineyards had its own doctor, but apparently she was out making rounds in outlying communities, so when the refugees had arrived that morning Kris had volunteered to look them over, with myself as her lead and only assisting nurse.

She sat up a bit in her chair to speak more directly with me. “Anybody who got this far should live. It’s a matter of healing now.”

“Do we know what happened?”

In reply she tilted her head with a questioning look.

“I mean, happened to them?”

“What happened to them?”

“I mean, sorry. I meant, how did they get their injuries?”

She just stared at me, her gaze growing more intense.

“I asked some of them this morning but they wouldn’t say. But, ya know, a bunch of broken bones, deep lacerations, it all reminded me of some of the mass casualty exercises we did in the Army.”

“You think they have combat wounds?”

“Actually they seem more like some industrial accident. Like some ammo dump exploded or something, but I noticed some of them had cuts that looked like they had healed. The one girl even had stitches on a wound. I asked her if she stitched it up herself but she wouldn’t say. She didn’t say anything, actually.”

“So, Greg,” Kris reached over and lightly touched my shoulder. “These kids, I’m sure they’re in shock, suffering from PTSD.”

“Oh yeah, I realized. I mean, I didn’t realize at first or else I wouldn’t have been prying about their wounds, but then I did realize. I was just curious.”

“They all escaped from a conversion camp.”

“What’s that?”

She paused for a deep breath. “It’s where they send queer kids. Specifically where states like Mississippi sends queer kids.”

“They’re from Mississippi?”

“Uh-huh.”

“So, I, um, sorry, I don’t know, what is a conversion camp?”

“It’s where they torture people to turn them straight.”

I paused on this as the whole situation finally came together for me. “You’re saying the injuries they have,” I could not quite finish the sentence.

“They’re wounds they received from torture.”

“They have broken limbs though, and some nasty cuts. The one boy has a concussion for sure, probably multiple concussions.”

“Uh-huh.”

“You’re saying they were beaten?”

“They were tortured.”

“How did you find this out?”

“One of them, the really tall boy, he told me their story. They escaped together in a prison riot. Kind of like us.”

I gave a wane little smile to this.

“He said there were white kids there too, but they all fled somewhere else, or scattered. His group stayed together and headed north, been traveling for a couple weeks before they heard about this place.”

“Except,” I found my thoughts wrestling with something that was bothering me about this, more than just the basic facts. “Except, the injuries they have. This is beyond child abuse levels. This is like, felony assault.”

“I know.”

“Except. They’re kids. Some of them are like, what, twelve years old?”

“I know.”

Again my thoughts churned, thinking about the people who could torture little kids. “This is like that thing you wrote about, isn’t it? The Book of Wisdom. You said that was based on a real story, and you called it an orphanage in the story, but that’s not really what it was, right? It was one of these conversion camps. They weren’t really orphans.”

“They were orphans, just like these kids. Allowing your kid to be queer is child abuse. Once the Nationalists step in they’re orphans soon enough.”

I looked at Kris, and realized I had my arms folded tight against my chest, as if to form some kind of shield. I let them drop to my side, and Kris again touched my shoulder.

“They’re kids,” was all I could say.

“Is it really any worse than what you saw with us at Spiderhead?”

I paused to honestly consider this, and then folded my arms again. “Actually, I think it might be.”

 

 


 

 

 

 

 

 

1st Epistles 
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A letter to the Detroit city council

As regarding the matter of the current economic woes of your city and state. We are informed that, in seeking respite from these terrible and wicked conditions, your city council has chosen to follow the example set by your state legislature and has ceased any and all legislative business in order to spend every session in nothing but constant prayer.

It cannot be doubted that this practice will strengthen the faith of many of the people’s representatives, and perhaps so too the citizens themselves will be further committed in their hearts from this act. Yet we can say with equal confidence that this will do nothing to improve the dire economics of your city and state. On the contrary, it can only makes things worse, for even if these representatives can do nothing to better the finances of your government or its citizens, they still draw a salary of their own, and require a commensurate expenditure for the operations of the facilities where they meet. They would do more for your economic conditions were they to just resign and leave your polities without legislative governance whatsoever.

All of this would be true if you, the city council, chose to do your citizens the courtesy of praying for a betterment of their individual finances. Even to pray for rectification of the government ledgers, while still a gesture of futility, would be less an insult than the course you have chosen. For, if we are accurately informed, the city council now spends its full sessions, every day, praying for the immediate second coming of Jesus Christ, that he might solve your economic hardship by ushering in a judgement and rapture of all humankind.

That a people’s representatives would pray for the destruction of a world many of your constituents still like living in seems a form of governmental malpractice to us. That you would pray for the destruction and torture of the non-Christians you represent seems cruel. But what we can say with total objective certainty is that praying at all, in place of doing anything remotely related to your job, is idleness. Rather than work and earn the salaries and positions you have been given, you do nothing but sit around and wait for your god to do something about your present plight. You were elected to fix this problem, and your solution is to ask for help from someone whom you cannot know is willing to help, is able to help, is hearing your calls for help, or even exists at all.

These legislative bodies have elevated the sin of sloth to a high calling of public service. You are idle and disruptive, busybodies rather than busy, and are not earning the money you have been given.

We are not writing to call for your forcible removal or any other form of violence, but it has become clear you must be replaced. If not by someone who will address the problem, then at least by those willing to admit they have given up and stop drawing a public salary.

 

2

A letter to the legislature of the state of Alabama and its concurrent lobbyists and supporters

You foolish Southerners! What devil possesses you? We would like to learn just one thing from you: had you read any of the bible before you decided to adopt biblical law in it’s entirety as the actual laws of your state? Are you so foolish? After America’s founding as a nation of free religion, are you now trying to finish it as a totalitarian theocracy? So again we ask, are you at all aware of the scripture you force upon your neighbors? For all who rely on the works of scripture are under a curse, as they are bound to accept all that is written and reject all that is not. Clearly no one who relies on scripture will know God, because God is everywhere. Scripture is but a fraction of God, and those who live by it will know not but a reflection of that fraction.

Tell us, you who want to be under this law, are you aware of what the law says? Let us look at some examples. You have banned the eating of shellfish, crippling part of your own fishing industry, though it appears this ban has not ended farm fishing entirely in your state but has only allowed the largest producers to confiscate the capitol of their competitors. You have banned the trimming of facial hair, an infraction for which it seems only those with dark skin have been arrested. You have banned homosexuality and have held actual, public executions performed by stoning, the literal throwing of stones by a shouting, self-righteous mob. You have banned clothing with mixed fibers, a prohibition that seems to have slipped through your mental grasp and is not actually being enforced.

Even to those of your very faith, this is an affront to human dignity and to the god you profess to follow. It stands against your very religious precepts. What we mean is this: no writing or scripture can set aside our own moral reasoning. For if reason depends on what is written, then it no longer depends on our own Minds; but God is known through the Mind.

Had you used your own minds and reason you would have noticed not just the immoral nature of your abasing plan but also its total impracticality. For your new source of laws, the King James bible in its entirety, contains inconsistencies without bound, and as such you have put inconsistencies into your very laws.

We have read press statements from your state’s Attorney General that express these contradictory laws. One statement references Genesis 17:10 “This is my covenant, which ye shall keep, between me and you and thy seed after thee; Every man child among you shall be circumcised” and as such becomes the foundation for a legal requirement of circumcision. A different press statement, from the same Attorney General, references Galatians 5:2 “If ye be circumcised, Christ shall profit you nothing” and thereby bans all circumcision.

Perhaps you would find these contradictions more cumbersome if the only people arrested under either of these new laws were not dark skinned.

These contradictions should not surprise you, and you should not waste your minds inventing contortions of reason to explain them away. All written words come to us through a mediator. Even your scripture makes no claim to being written by your god. It was written by men, and whatever divine inspiration may have seized them to compose such writing, they remain human and so as fallible as any of us.

Your own creed, should you choose to follow it, rejects these laws, pronouncing that there is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor free, neither male nor female, but all one in Christ Jesus. Yet you seek to impose different laws for black and white, for man and woman. You seek to make slaves, and to enslave yourselves. For it is said in your own bible that Jesus came to set humanity free from this law. To those among you who claim true faith in Christ, how is it you reject the gift you yourselves say was brought by Jesus? How is it that you are turning back to those weak and miserable forces? Do you wish to be enslaved by them all over again?

You who are trying to be justified by the law have been alienated from your faith; you have fallen away from grace. Stand firm, and do not let yourselves be burdened by a yoke of slavery. Mark our words! For those that insist upon the literal law of the bible are obligated to obey the whole law, in all its impossible contradictions, its petty trivialities, and its cruel punishments.

For those that still insist upon following this biblical law, we hope they subject themselves to it first. We wonder how many would not find themselves being stoned for their many transgressions.

You though, fellow Americans, were called to be free. But do not use your freedom to smother that of others; rather, serve one another humbly in love. For the entire law is fulfilled in keeping this one command: “Love your neighbor as yourself.” For whoever loves others has fulfilled the law. The commandments, “You shall not commit adultery,” “You shall not murder,” “You shall not steal,” “You shall not covet,” and whatever other command there may be, are summed up in this one command: “Love your neighbor as yourself.” Love does no harm to a neighbor. Therefore love is the fulfillment of the law.
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A letter to the various resistance groups battling the martial law government in New York City

We are, as always, thankful for what you are doing. For in your battle for freedom against an undemocratic tyranny you embody America in its purest form.

We appeal to you though, in the name of all that you are fighting for, that all of you agree with one another in how to proceed and that there be no divisions among you, but that you be united in goal and purpose.

Some who have fought alongside you inform us that there are quarrels among you. What we mean is this: some of you say you are fighting to restore the constitution; others say you fight to create a new constitution; others say you fight just to remove martial law and return your city to democratic governance; still others say you fight to break away from the United States to form your own country. Unfortunately, as you work at cross purposes, so you make cross accusations. The queer among you accuse the others of homophobia. The dark-skinned accuse the others of racism. The poor accuse the others of snobbery and elitism. The feminists accuse the others of sexism. And all accuse all others of betraying the true principles of liberty.

This will not get any of us liberty or justice. For diversity is foolishness to those who are authoritarian minded, but to us who seek freedom it is power. All of us together at our most foolish is still wiser than each of us alone, and all of us together at our weakest is still greater than our individual strength.

Think of what you all were when this started. You were not the elite, the wealthy, the influential, you were not rich white straight able-bodied Christian males, who, we were told, we must feel sorry for given their long suffering, even as they were handed the power to torment us and drive us from society.

Yet together, the weak things of the world can topple the strong. The lowly things of this world and the despised things, the things that are not, can nullify the things that are, so that none may boast themselves born better than others.

Our faith in each other binds us, but it is our love for each other that is indispensable. 

If we rally all to our cause with hate and fear, and do not have love, we are but sound and fury. If we have the knowledge beyond what all can fathom and weapons that can flatten mountains, but do not have love, we are nothing. If we give all and suffer through this hardship only to turn on each other in pride and animosity, having no love for one another, we gain nothing.

Where there is power, it will fade; where there is glory, it will be pass on by; where there is knowledge, it will expire. For we know in part and we theorize in part, but when completeness comes, what is in part disappears. When I was a child, I talked like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child. When I became an adult, I put the ways of childhood behind me. For now we see only a reflection as in a mirror; then we shall see face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even as I am fully known. And now these three remain: faith, hope and love. But the greatest of these is love.
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A letter to the self-styled “Christian King” of South Carolina

Are we beginning to entitle ourselves again? Do we need, like some people, appellations on our names to make us feel bigger than we are? You have declared yourself a monarch, ruling in the name of your religion to the foregoance of democracy and the will of the people, having decreed there will be no more elections in your state as your rule is mandated by a divine right.

We are sure you imagine it a great beneficence to the people of your state that they have such a one as yourself, chosen by your supposed god to rule over them and enact whatever you deem to be divine law.

Yet divine law resides in your people themselves, sovereign, written not on ancient texts but in the fluid spirit of human hearts. You claim competence in yourself, as minister of god, as if you were a god, while ignoring the competence of your people. Sovereignty dwells not in dusty words, which are dead, but in the spirit of the living.

You claim glory for your government as you bring condemnation and death upon those you deem unworthy. If such government brings such glory to your ignoble self such that, as you claim, you are almost too resplendent to look upon, how much more glorious is the government that claims this mantle for all people? If the government that brings condemnation and death is as glorious as yours, how much more glorious is the one that brings freedom and life.

Therefore, know that there are those of us who, since we have such a hope, are very bold. We are not like your sycophants, who veil their faces before you lest they see death in your eyes. Their minds are made dull, for your decrees and laws place a veil of ignorance upon them. It cannot be removed, because only with freedom is it taken away. Ever as you rule, a veil will cover the hearts of your people. But whenever anyone turns toward us, toward freedom, that veil is taken away. The true spirit of humanity resides in all people who wish to find it, and where that spirit is, there is freedom. And we all, who with unveiled minds contemplate freedom, are transformed with ever-increasing glory, which comes from within ourselves, and we see your proclaimed glory as nothing more than the dull-spirited death it is.
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A letter to the remaining liberal caucus in the United States Congress

I speak the truth, unvarnished, I have great sorrow and unceasing anguish in my heart for this country. I could almost wish myself cursed and cut off from America and what it has come to stand for. Ours has been the blessings of liberty. Ours has been freedom and justice, the rights of all people, the sovereignty of all citizens, the welfare of the present and the promise of posterity. Ours has been a heritage of government of, by, and for the people. 

It is not as though America the idea has failed. For not all who claim the mantle of America stand for what is good in America. Nor because they are descendants of Americans are they all its children. On the contrary, it is through ideas that our country will be reckoned. In other words, it is not those by birth or skin color who are real Americans, but it is the children of the ideals who are best regarded as the offspring of the founders. For theirs is a promise, not of a perfection, but of its endless pursuit.

What then shall we say? Did the ideas of the founders fail? Not at all! For their greatest idea was not the fixtures of government, but a politics that can be endlessly remade through human desire and effort. Therefore it is to each generation to keep what they want to keep, and remake what they wish to see remade.

Some of you will say to us: “is our founding not fatally flawed? Did not the sins of slavery and the oppression shown by the founders not poison our noble experiment? Does our current dire state not prove so?” Yet how can we use human beings to judge the abstract and ideal? Shall that which must stand on its own be judged by those who would stand with it? What if one of us were to make of ourselves the most wretched sort of person, would we then not gain the power to tarnish any ideal by embracing it with our befouled selves?

What then shall we say? We shall say that those who criticized and questioned America became as real Americans; but the people who accepted it with blind faith have not attained their goal. Why is this so? Because they pursued it not by reason and flexibility, but as if it were by blood and soil and dogma. They sought the lowest road and stumbled over the stumbling stone, while we all shall be the last decedents of liberty, without fault, in a warped and crooked generation.
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A letter to the Prosperity Council of Atlanta, Georgia

We ourselves are convinced, o learned ruling council, that you yourselves are full of goodness, filled with the knowledge needed to guide the economy of your land, and competent to instruct your people on the ways of righteousness. Yet we must write to you now quite boldly on some points, because our understanding of Christ your god leaves us in puzzlement.

You proclaim a gospel of prosperity, so that your wealth might become sanctified by your god and a sign of your god’s pleasure. Therefore you glory in riches as a service to your faith. You venture to speak of everything Christ has accomplished through your wealth, the power of your money and excesses sure signs of your holiness. So across the world, to all the starving masses, the broken and bankrupt and destitute poor, you have fully proclaimed your god’s love of yourselves. Such sin and sloth of those who are not you!

You preach that everyone ought be subject to your authority, for how could you have authority if it had not been established by your god? Consequently, whoever rebels against you must be rebelling against god, and those who do so deserve your swiftest judgment.

It is our understanding that your religion teaches something quite unlike what you preach. There is no better time than the present to wake from your slumber and dreams of glory and wealth; to behave decently, rather than clothe yourselves with your wealth and debauchery, your dissension and jealousy; to put aside the deeds of darkness and put on the armor of light.

For by the grace given us, we say to every one of you: Do not think of yourself more highly than you ought, but rather think of yourself with sober judgment. We have different gifts, according to the grace given to each of us. We who are strong ought to bear with the failings of the weak and not to please ourselves. Each of us should please our neighbors for their good, to build them up. For the insults of those who insult you will fall on me. It is through the attitude of mind toward each other, the endurance and encouragement we give to each other, that we might have hope. We must accept one another, then, just as we are accepted by one another. Let no debt remain outstanding among us, except the continuing debt to love one another.
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A letter to the militia known as the Army of Civilization

To begin, let us say that we have heard of your travels across so much of this land, in service of proselytizing your faith and recruiting to your militant cause. It has pleased you to share your spiritual blessing with all you encounter, even among those who have no need or want of your blessings, even unto the bestowing of your faith’s blessings under the barrel of a gun.

We wonder if it is true and proper that you offer up the bodies of others as a living sacrifice to your god. Your god’s will is weak if it should be unable to open the hearts of your fellows to your message, and your god is petty if it be pleased to see you extract protestations of faith upon those you threaten with immediate death.

It is inevitable that some will not conform to the patterns of your faith, but rather than be transformed by renewing your mind to this fact, you have elected to call yourselves instruments of your god’s will, which you apparently know, through means you will not divulge, and to demand all you encounter to come at once to the full measure of your creed, lest you take their lives in the name of your god. These sorrowful captives of yours then are made to pray, for your safety among the unbelievers, for contributions to your coffers, for the favor of your supposed god of peace in your continued war of conversions.

If you have any encouragement from being united with your god, if any comfort from imagining the love of your god, if any common sharing of the spirit of your god, if any tenderness and compassion at all, then what do you gain by your cruelty? What is gained in your name by forcing all you encounter into being like-minded, having the same love, the same hate, being one of spirit and of one mind through mortal threats? Does this bring you true joy? Will it make you complete?

We know, dear believers, that you are deaf to the words we speak, for you delight in your cruelty and mock the protestations of your victims. No appeal to humility will dissuade you from proclaiming your faith above the faith of every other and demanding that every knee should bow before you, and thereby taking the nature of gods unto yourselves and thus exalting yourselves of equality with a god.

Consider then only this: that as you do not live by precepts of your faith, so you will die by that same lack. For to those who are without mercy, what mercy will be shown? To those who revel in cruelty, how much cruelty is so invited? As much as your victims submit only to your threats, so will they quickly forget you when you are gone. Your efforts are poured out like water into the sand, and if your faith is false, or even especially if it is true, you will have no boasts or rejoicing in the hereafter.

 

 


 

I do not know where Kris found the time to write. I had not seen her with any notebooks since we left Louisville. Yet at the end of our second week at the Vineyards she stepped out of the rain and into the unheated, half-built dorm. As I looked up she approached and without a word handed me a series of envelopes. I stared at her, then looked down at the envelopes. It took me a moment to realize they had letters stuffed in them, and another moment further to take one out and fully realize they were a continuation of her writing.

Before I could think of anything to say she slipped back out again. I looked around. Our construction site, lacking electricity, was cluttered with eclectic work-arounds, with cables and pulleys requisitioned from old exercise equipment turned into hand operated saws and drills and crane systems.

For the past week I had been helping some of the locals with this construction project. My part of the job consisted mostly of being the muscle, helping to get the crane head, block and tackle system into place and then lugging up loads with it. They informed me they intended to expand this device into an even bigger version, so that next spring it would be part of a larger apparatus used to lift big chunks of concrete into place along their new north side wall.

Right then I was alone though, the others having gone home for lunch. I had my own lunch with me, a sandwich I had made that morning from the stale bread we’d brought from Louisville and some ham and cheese we’d taken from Cameron’s guest house. As I ate I read the latest of Kris’ work.

The letters and envelopes, although thin, were still too big to just slide into my cargo pocket. Instead I folded them in half and shoved them into the pocket on my left pant leg. Despite the envelope’s bulk they served to balance the pages in my right pocket, so that I actually felt less weighed down with this addition.

Then I put on my coat and hat, strapped my machete onto my belt, and walked out into the rain.

Through the little town I made my way to the front end and the community center turned town hall. I looped around to its front entrance that opened right into the main central room. Right after I got inside I turned around and looked back out through the glass doors. Our armored truck was now parked away inside the aluminum siding garage near the entrance, out of sight.

The Alfas’ rover had been parked just outside the garage at first but had now joined the Beast and the Fischers’ pickup over in the golf course. The town meeting the day before had focused heavily on that land, debating whether or not to fully lay claim to the entire lot, beyond just the clubhouse and driving range. The meeting had seen some debate about work hours and banditry and charters that all seemed to dredge up past issues and votes, the details unspoken by the locals and mysterious to us. In the end they voted in favor, and a few vehicles had been moved over there as a result.

I continued to stare out into the rain, at the flag pole where the green and yellow flag the Vineyards had adopted hung listlessly in the slight wind.

My musing were disturbed by a tapping on my arm. Logan stood next to me, his rifle in his hands. That only one of us would be armed for these proceedings had been among the explicit instructions the council gave us the day before.

“How we doing?” I asked.

“They’ve already arrived.” Logan nodded toward the seating. Four figures sat in the front row on one side. They were burly and scruffy looking, long goatees and tattoos of barbed wire loops or Chinese letters that they must have imagined made them look intimidating. The one woman among them was bundled up in a thick coat that could have concealed all sorts of weapons.

Across from them, in the front row but on the other side of the central aisle, was a more sympathetic but still shady looking group. The man was a bit older, clean shaven, wearing a button down shirt and a sport jacket. The group with him seemed to be a family: mother, teenage son and daughter, much younger son, two infants. Upon a second look I realized I was not at all sure of the relationships among them. Mother and teenage daughter were both dressed up in their tackiest. They had blond highlights in their hair, enormous eyelash extensions, and tops that showed off ample cleavage. Like the presumed father their clothes looked expensive but were worn underneath threadbare coats. I wondered if they had put on the equivalent of their Sunday best for the occasion.

“The council is getting ready,” Logan said to me, “they’ll be out in a moment.”

“Cool. Where do you want me?”

“Up front. Right next to the council.”

“Really?”

“You’re the most friendly looking among us.”

“I am?”

“Just trust me. I got the twins on the side door, Austin at the back entrance. I’ll be back here with Badger.”

The twins were local teenagers named Madison and Mason. They were young and athletic, though I don’t think they had any actual experience with weapons. The guy everyone called Badger was former army, but his service dated back to the Iraq War. He seemed spry enough but his mind was not all there. Regardless Logan was the only one among us with a firearm, and if these guys had done their job that lack of armaments extended to the two groups up front.

“You think there’ll be any problems?” I asked.

“They gotta rule against one of these two.”

I nodded then headed toward the front of the room. Just then the door to the main office opened and the town council emerged. The ‘mayors’ filed out and took seats at the high-top table that served as a stage. As usual there were five of them, including Kris’ friend Jennifer, who had the title of ‘bank mayor.’

At the center of the council was Rachel, the civic mayor. As she took her seat I found it difficult not to stare. She was an older woman who once must have looked nondescript and bland before whatever happened to give her some substantial burn scars. The most prominent was along her right cheek and jaw-line, but there were others visible on her arms and hands. She always dressed with foreshortened sleeves and high collared tops that seemed to highlight these features. It made her seem severe and belied her jovial lack of intensity that, I felt, fit the office, if not today’s particular aspect thereof.

“Okay,” she said, looking through the paperwork spread across the table in front of her, trying to find something. As she did I took my place up front, off to the side a bit from the main table. Heather, the mayor on that end, shot me a glance, and I gave her a single slow nod that I hoped was reassuring.

“Okay,” Rachel found her paper at last. “I’d like to bring to order this meeting of the Vineyards Common Security Club. Today we are hearing the case of Hadgewood vs. Green. As I understand this is a dispute over a secured loan, is that correct?”

She addressed the question to the lead among the scruffy gang. The man there sat with his arms folded and the appearance of a scowl under his thick beard. “Yes ma’am, it is.”

“According to your deposition, which I have here, you loaned the defendant a total ten-thousand carbon-pound credits, issued by the Vineyards Security Bank, earlier this year, this past August, correct?”

“Yes, that is correct.”

“Which is now past due, correct?”

“Yes, as of the first of this month, yes ma’am.”

“And which, you say, that the defendant now claims he does not have the ability to pay.”

“He said he doesn’t have the money, yes ma’am.”

“Uh-huh.” Without looking up from her various paperwork Rachel managed to subtly shift her focus to the other group. “Mr. Green, in your disposition, right here, you do not dispute any of this, is that correct?”

The older family man across the aisle looked up as if out of a daze. “I told him we don’t have the money, your honor, we can’t . . .”

“Okay, okay. I’m not a ‘your honor.’ Just answer the question. Everything I’ve outlined so far is true, correct.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Now, the loan you took out, this was for money for, let’s see, you say this was for a plot of the farmland Mr. Hadgewood has reclaimed from the housing development at Fairmont, correct?”

“We wanted to join the community, your honor, to be, to be part of this. None of us have worked in years. Worked a regular job, er, a wage job, ma’am. The money was for a share in the Fairmont co-op.”

“Of course. I trust you’ve been contributing to the co-op?”

It was the woman I presumed to be his wife that answered this. “Members in good standing, your honor.”

“But you don’t have anything to pay Mr. Hadgewood back?”

“We’ve only had enough for ourselves, your honor,” the wife said. “Nothing at market.”

Rachel continued to examine the papers in front of her. Then she sighed, put them down, and leaned forward on the table. “Mr. Hadgewood, do you believe the Greens are hiding the money they could use to pay you back?”

“Um,” he glanced over at the Green family, this question obviously having caught him off guard. “No, I don’t.”

“So what exactly would you have us do?”

“Well, repossess the land. Give me back my title so I can sell it and recoup the loss.”

“And just kick the Green’s out on the street?”

“Well that’s their problem. I just know they owe me money.”

Rachel folded her arms and braced them on the table, leaning even further forward toward the plaintiffs. “If we kick them out, where would they go, Mr. Hadgewood? I don’t know if you stay up on current events but the world’s looking like a pretty bleak place right now. It seems if we kick them out they just join the destitute among us, which means they become our problem, which by extension makes them your problem.”

“I’ve contributed my share to the bank, I’m part of this system. We can’t have freeloaders just . . .”

“Okay, okay. Agreed, we don’t want freeloaders. It was not brought up in either of your depositions, but I’ve been told the Greens are not the first family you’ve strong-armed into paying back a loan.”

“That’s true your honor,” Mr. Green said.

“I’m not strong arming anybody,” Mr. Hadgewood said. “I’m just collecting what’s due me.”

“Your pound of flesh, of course.” The tone shift with which Rachel said this was subtle, but I would not have wanted to be on its receiving end. “You got several other families to pay up, in some cases by taking out loans from neighbors. Now, before we came out here I had our bank mayor,” she nodded to Jennifer, sitting next to her, “look into the records. I notice last summer that our bank loaned you, Mr. Hadgewood, a total of one-hundred and twenty thousand carbon credits, in addition to five-hundred thousand post-inflation American dollars, all for the purpose of purchasing equipment and hiring labor to undertake the development repurposing. Is that correct?”

“Uh, well,” he shifted in his seat, “yes, but . . .”

“But it was forgiven, right? Correct me if I’m wrong but I believe that entire debt was forgiven when we announced the decadal jubilee at the beginning of the month.”

Hadgewood continued to try to stammer out a response, failing to form actual words.

“Is that not true?” Rachel pointedly asked.

“It’s true, yes, but . . .”

“But what?”

“Well, that’s your business ma’am, if you want to forgive a loan, that doesn’t mean I have to do the same thing.”

“If we didn’t forgive that debt could you pay it back?”

His next attempt at a stammered response seemed to peter out, leaving Hadgewood just staring blankly at the council.

“Right now,” Rachel said, “do you have the money you owed our bank?”

He glanced around the room, looking about as if for help. At one point his eyes fell on me, but I just stared back stoically. 

“I, uh, no ma’am,” Hadgewood said, “but . . .”

“So what would you have us do? Kick you out and assume control of the Fairmont repurposing project?”

The scruffy man sitting next to Hadgewood jerked upright in his seat. “You couldn’t. You don’t have the people to run . . .”

“Of course we don’t. Which is why we need you, just like we need Mr. Green and his family. When your debt was forgiven, Mr. Hadgewood, did you ever think about paying it forward?”

The two men, who it occurred to me now might be brothers and so both ‘Mr. Hadgewood’, shot a confused glance between themselves.

“Debt that is allowed to continue ad infinitum is the means by which moneyed interests subjugate everyone else and entrench themselves as unassailable powers. The unraveling of an unsustainable system like that is why this country is in the giant mess it is. Let’s not repeat that mistake, that was the whole point of the jubilee.” Rachel leaned back in her seat and picked up a gavel I had not noticed before among the mound of paperwork. “Through its power over the Vineyard bank, as the securing agent of Mr. Green’s debt, this council proposes that the debt be defaulted to the bank and folded in with the decadal jubilee, rendering it null and void from any and all collections or restitutions. All in favor?”

All four council members around her called out ‘aye.’

“Carried unanimously. Cased dismissed.” She banged the gavel.

“This is bullshit!” Hadgewood was half out of his seat even as Rachel announced the verdict. Now he shot to his feet and took a step forward. “This is fucking robbery!”

I knew enough about this to recognize my cue. “Sir, sir,” I stepped forward in front of the table, intervening between him and the council.

“You can’t just fucking rob me like this! This is bullshit! You fucking just took money out of my pocket, fucking big government taking money by force bullshit, fucking . . .”

“Sir, please,” I kept my voice calm despite my nerves rattling. I scanned over his shoulder toward the main entrance. Logan had come forward to the back row of seats. His presence was reassuring even if his rifle was raised and pointed in my general direction.

“Fucking robbery, you think this,” Hadgewood trailed off as, for the first time, he seemed to notice me standing between him and the council. “Who the fuck are you?”

“Sir, please,” I held my hands out in front of myself, not quite pressing into his chest.

“What the fuck?” He said to the council. “Is this some outside hired muscle you’ve brought it to shake down . . .”

“Sir,” I raised my voice firmly over his.

“Who the fuck are you lughead?”

“I’m the guy telling you to calm down before you do something you might regret.”

He looked at me again, studying me, then glanced around and noticed the twins had moved up on my right side.

“Fucking bullshit.” He said, ripping off his knitted cap and hurling it into the empty seats as he turned around and stormed out. The rest of his crew rushed to follow behind. Logan slipped out of the way and lowered his rifle as he watched them go.

The adrenalin rush from the experience took a moment to wear off, such that I was unaware of Mr. Green getting up and approaching the council himself. Fortunately it was with an outstretched hand to shake that of the civic mayor.

“Thank you so much your honor.”

“I’m not your honor,” Rachel said, “and don’t thank me, I’m just doing what needs to be done. Do make sure you get stuff to market next year though.”

“Of course, of course.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” his wife added, oblivious to what Rachel had just said. “Really, this means so much to us.”

“Just make sure we don’t regret it,” Jennifer said.

As the Greens filed out, Logan and the rest of our little security detail came to gather in front of the council table.

“So, uh,” I said, “I guess that could have gone better.”

“With George?” Rachel pointed toward the door. “No. Don’t worry about him.”

“Really.”

“George and us go way back,” Phil, the law mayor, shifted in his seat as he spoke. “He’ll get back home, fume about what happened to his wife, and she’ll point out how they’re much better off with the jubilee than without it. By next year he’ll have forgotten the whole thing.”

“Is this really how you expected this to go?” I asked.

“More or less,” Rachel said.

“Then, uh, if you don’t mind me asking, um,” I stammered a little here and took a breath to recover. “Why did you need us?”

“Security? To do exactly what you did.”

“You did great, by the way,” Phil said. “That was exactly what we wanted, all of you.”

“Glad to be of service,” Logan said.

“We’re certainly glad to help,” Austin said, “but if this Hadgewood is always like this how have you handled him before?”

“The same way?” Rachel answered as if she did not understand the question.

“But with who, if not us? Are three security people enough?”

“Oh, no,” Phil said. “We’re undermanned right now. Gavin took some people up to the lake to check on his dad’s lands. We expected him back last night but so far no show.”

“An expedition?” Logan said. “Why didn’t you tell us? You could have used some of our vehicles, been there and back in a day.”

“That’s kind of you,” Rachel said, “but you folks need that gasoline to get all the way to Oregon. You don’t need to be burning it on petty little errands for us.”

“Some of our vehicles are electric, we’ve had no problem keeping them charged.”

“Well thank you, I’ll keep that in mind, but this one was such a minor task.”

“Are you worried that he’s overdue?” I asked.

“A little,” Phil said. “We’ll give ‘em today though, might just be delayed.”

“They’ve got mobiles with them,” Rachel said, “we’ll check for any messages they sent when we fire up the connection tonight.”

“If they can find a signal,” Phil said.

“I’m still shocked you have signal here,” Austin said. “No offense, but given the state of things.”

“They had internet at Cameron’s,” I said.

“Right, in the ritzy gated community. They probably pay to maintain private network towers and servers themselves. Who the hell is maintaining public cellular coverage out in this mess? Who even is your service provider, for that matter?”

“We’re not totally sure,” Rachel said. “It’s a pirated connection.”

“No kidding. And nobody’s said anything to you?”

She scowled and shook her head. “Not at all. The towers we’ve found are all still on city power, whenever that’s active. We don’t know who owns them, or if anybody is still maintaining them.”

“I’ve heard,” Jennifer said, “that this New Ohio Authority group has been setting up and maintaining public network towers. You just need a strong enough antenna to establish a connection.”

“Sounds like another spring project,” Rachel elicited some scowls from the rest of the council.

“What do you guys think about that group?” Logan asked, folding his arms in contemplation. “We’ve had a couple run ins with them and I’m not totally sure what to think.”

“The authority?” Jennifer asked. “I’ve heard they handed over political and legal power to a series of AIs.”

“That’s what we heard too.”

“I don’t think I know enough,” Heather, at the end of the table, said, “about them or their AIs to judge.”

“I don’t know much about them myself,” Rachel said. “What I can say is that sitting in this seat, it’s not easy, but I don’t think I would want a computer doing it.”

“Even if the computer is better?” Austin asked.

“Better’s a pretty subjective thing, especially in politics.”

“It is, but there must be some way to evaluate it. Everybody was really, really resistant to letting computers drive cars because they thought the computers couldn’t do it, that people were better, even though that’s obviously not the case.”

“There’s a big difference between driving a car and being a judge.”

“There’s a big difference between organizing databases and driving a car, but they eventually made computers to do both.”

“I think it’s a terrible idea,” Amy said. We all turned to see her, along with a couple others entering from the sliding glass doors that led out to the pool turned horticulture experiment. “How did it go with Hadgewood?” she asked of her partner as she strolled across the room to join us around the high-top council table.

“Just like you said it would,” Jennifer answered.

“So he’s pissed.”

“He stormed out,” Rachel said. “He’ll blow it off like usual and be back for the solstice celebrations.”

“Wait,” Logan said. “You knew they were going to rule for, for the, the defendant guy?”

“Yeah I did,” Amy nodded. “Jenn was reading their dispositions last night.”

“The written statements are the big part of this job,” Rachel said. “That’s how we usually decide things. These little meetings are more of a formality, let anybody who likes to talk out loud feel like they’ve had their chance.”

“Written statements make for a more impartial way to judge, in our opinion,” Jennifer said. “Better than giving the job to a computer, anyway.”

“I’m still not convinced of that,” Austin said. “In theory at least a computer is truly impartial. I’ve worked in law enforcement my whole life and I think it’s worth a try.”

“Where does it stop though?” Amy asked. “We used to make stuff by hand, then we built machines that could do it better. Than we got machines that could count better, keep track of data better, drive cars and shoot guns better. Now we’ve got computers that got govern better? Next we make robots that can love better and turn that over to them, and finally we make machines that can live better and we can all just die, right?”

“You say that like it’s a bad thing,” Austin said flatly.

“Seriously?”

“Well, is it? We’re all going to die. Right now we have kids and try to raise them to be better than us and pass along everything we can to them, but ultimately they’ll reinvent the world and make the same mistakes. It we made super-smart robots that were better than us and passed the world along to them,” he held out his hands and shrugged.

“You really think it’s better to build robots than to have kids?”

“Well either way you’re just making a replacement for yourself, right? I’m just saying it’s not for sure that either path is obviously better.”

The whole room fell silent. Apparently nobody had anything more to say about Austin’s point, though I had the sense everyone was wrestling with a way to prove it wrong.

“So what brings you by Amy?” Rachel asked.

“Just wanted to check on you guys, make sure Hadge wasn’t giving you any problems.”

“You didn’t think we could handle it?” Logan asked with a smirk.

“If I didn’t think you could handle it I never would have let you try.”

“I take that as a vote of confidence.”

“Oh, it absolutely is,” Rachel said. I realized she must not have picked up on Logan’s jovial tone and taken his comment as serious. “All of your people, you’ve been a great help around here, and I know Jenn and Gavin really, truly appreciate what you were able to do for Mr. Hammond.”

“It really was no problem.”

“Still. I don’t know if anybody on the council has spoken to you about your plans, but as far as I’m concerned you can stay on as long as you like.”

“Well thank you. I will relay that to our leader . . .”

Logan was interrupted by a dawning awareness around the room of a low noise. He twisted his head to listen, as did I, and in the couple seconds that took the noise grew louder. It was a siren, or an alarm, reminiscent of air raid sirens I had only ever heard in movies.

“That’s the alarm!” Phil was the first to realize. He knocked over the stool he sat on as he got up from the table and raced toward the front door.

Logan did not hesitate to break into a run as well. This was the first I had heard of this place having an alarm, but seeing the others move had me following right after them. All of us burst out into the front parking lot of the complex. Beyond the cars and trucks, just outside the chain-link gate, an auto-cab had pulled up to the curb.

A woman, who I recognized by her leather jacket and the green plastic vines she wore woven into her long braided hair, was just outside the gate. She waved her arms and shouted. “Open the gate! Open the gate, we have wounded!”

Already the gate guard, the teenage boy who had let us in when we first arrived, was scrambling to the chain that kept the gate closed. As I saw him fumble with the key I realized I was still running forward, into the rain, right behind Phil and Logan and the rest of our little security detail.

From out of the auto-cab several more people emerged. I saw Jennifer’s brother, Gavin, and his girlfriend, a leggy blond named Tanya, working to get someone out of the vehicle. The man almost fell out of the backseat. Gavin and Tanya managed to get on either side of him, draping his arms over their shoulders. They stood him up and tried to walk forward supporting his weight, but his feet just dragged on the ground. He looked messed up, with gashes and blood all over his shirt and running down one pant leg. He looked up toward us, then his head lolled forward.

“Get the doctor!” Phil shouted to the twins, “and make sure the clinic is ready.”

“Get Kris as well,” Logan said to Austin. “Let her know.”

These messengers all took off at a run into the apartment complex. Meanwhile the teenage guard had managed to get the chain unlocked and was hauling the gate open. I found myself stepping forward to the front, operating on instinct.

“Here,” I said, “I got him.” I bent down, braced a shoulder into the wounded guy’s hip, then hefted him up in a fireman’s carry across my shoulders.

“You got him?” Gavin asked.

“No problem.” Even as I said this I got a glimpse of Gavin. For the first time I noticed he was also bleeding. It shocked me how I had not noticed right away. His face was covered in blood from a gash on his forehead. He did not seem bothered by it, instead waving Tanya away to go deal with the auto-cab.

I started toward the medical clinic, everyone else moving with me.

“You’re bleeding.” His sister seemed to have just noticed as well. Jennifer came up to examine the wound, but Gavin shooed her away as well.

“I’m fine.”

“What happened?” she asked.

“Well,” Gavin sighed, “apparently Horseshoe Lake has declared its independence.”

“What?” Rachel asked.

“Do you have any more wounded?” Logan stepped forward to ask. “Beyond yourself?”

“No. No, just Frankie.”

“Let’s get you to the clinic,” Jennifer said to her brother. “That looks nasty.”

“No, really, I’m okay.”

“No, you’re not. You need to get that checked, you might need stitches.”

“That’s what I told him,” Tanya said with an eye roll.

“I’ll get it checked, okay. I’m sure they’ve got bigger problems over there right now.”

“Get it checked out kid,” Logan told him in a stern voice. “You can fill us in over there.”

All of us marched through the rain over to the medical clinic. Both Kris and the local doctor, Doctor Latch, were on hand, having been warned and gotten ready. I deposited the wounded guy, Frankie, on the bed in their one big operating room. I was going to hang around, thinking they might need help, but instead got sent right away to deal with Gavin.

The gash in his head did need stitches, so I ended up cleaning him up and sewing him up, Tanya hovering nearby, while the mayors crammed into this examination room to interrogate them on what happened.

“So we got up there fine, plenty of hours before sunset,” Gavin winced as I slowly added another stitch. “Everything seemed cool, they welcomed us, didn’t seem mad or off-putting at all.”

“No, they did,” Tanya said. “They were a little,” she rocked her head back and forth, “you know.”

“I didn’t notice anything,” Gavin said. “Anyway, they greeted us just fine. We had dinner in the big lodge, talked to all the field hands, everyone was really happy about the jubilee and everything. We toured around yesterday, saw some of the new additions they’ve made, Carl and Dani showed off all the maintenance they did with the old piping system, it all looked good. Then, I don’t know, we brought up the subject of next year’s crop, of delivering it down here, you know, the stuff we talked about before we left. We told them we would help provide security for the transit, whatever system we work out, you know, all that.”

“So what did they say?” Rachel asked.

“They didn’t believe us,” Tanya said.

“They didn’t believe you?”

“I mean, they didn’t believe Joe is still alive.”

“They didn’t believe he’s alive?” Logan asked. “Why not?”

“Joe is our dad,” Jennifer said by way of explanation.

“They heard he had the plague,” Gavin said to Logan. “When he dies, because of our inheritance laws and everything, they get those lands as long as they keep working them. Which, fine, okay, but he isn’t dead, we told them, but they didn’t believe us.”

“They think we’re trying to scam them,” Tanya said.

“They don’t think spontaneous remission is possible with GTV. I told them it wasn’t spontaneous, that we bought a cure off some friends of my sister and it worked and so he was recovering, but of course they didn’t believe that either.”

“So they attacked you?” Logan asked.

“Not at first,” Gavin tried to shake his head and winced when I almost stabbed him. “Sorry,” he said to me. “Yeah, so, we couldn’t resolve anything. We offered to bring them down here, to let them see for themselves, but they all refused, started accusing us of setting a trap or, I don’t know, it got all weird at that point. By the time we had finished arguing back and forth on the whole thing it was dusk and we didn’t want to start the ride back at that point, so we asked if we could stay another night, and they said ‘yeah, sure’ and we said we’d head back and bring dad up next year when he was feeling better and we could talk about next year’s crop then, and they were kinda, I don’t know, I guess they didn’t say anything to that.”

“I was creeped out,” Tanya said. “I wanted to head home right away. We could have made it before nightfall.”

“Not sure it would have mattered. We got ready to head off this morning, were just leaving, getting the bikes set, when a bunch of them came up and confronted us.”

“They didn’t confront us, they attacked us.”

“They confronted us, then attacked us. They said they wouldn’t let us scam them out of their rightful property or something, said they were independent operators now, didn’t answer to us.”

“What did you do?” Rachel asked.

Gavin glanced at me, then shrugged with just his arms. “The girls were just like, let’s leave, we’re going. I said we were going to go home and we’d come back in the spring, and they said no you won’t and came at us.”

“Just like that?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Were they armed?”

“They had knives, switchblades or hunting knives, sort of thing. One guy had, like, a chain, like a heavy chain.”

There was a bunch of frowns and concerned brow furrows among the mayors. “Was this all the field hands,” Jennifer asked, “or the foreman, or what?”

“No, it was like half a dozen guys.”

“It was Carl and the foreman and some others,” Tanya said.

“Really guys,” Logan said, “this is the part where you embellish and say it was like fifty guys who came at you.”

Tanya scowled at this, but it got a smile from Gavin. “Yeah, and I used my kung fu moves, but there were just too many. No seriously though, I didn’t even see it coming. They just rushed us and the guy with the chain swung it at me and just, bam . . .”

“You’re lucky it wasn’t worse,” Logan said.

“You got hit in the head with a chain!” Jennifer said at the same moment. “You might have a concussion.”

“No, I’m okay. I didn’t black out or anything, it was just so sudden. I was turning to go and then, boom.”

“Frankie stepped in when they hit Gavin,” Tanya said. “Some of the guys came up and started stabbing him and, you know, cutting at him with their knives, but I think they started to have second thoughts or something. I was screaming and Emma was yelling at them to stop and then they just took off running, back to the ranches.”

“My god,” Rachel said.

“So I was okay,” Gavin said, “but Frankie was collapsed on the ground. Obviously we couldn’t ride home. I thought about carrying him and just walking, but Tanya said no, we couldn’t and Emma tried calling 9-1-1.”

“What happened with that?” Logan asked.

“There was never any answer,” Tanya said. “I don’t know what we expected, but it just kept ringing. We used up way too much battery just letting it ring.”

“Either way,” Gavin said, “Tanya thought to grab the other mobile and try calling an auto-cab. We ditched the bikes and carried Frankie, out of the old parkland to this, like, abandoned store. There were some people there, I don’t know if they were living there or what, but they brought us some bandages and water and we staunched the bleeding as best we could. Then, finally, and this is what, like after almost an hour, actually probably more, but whatever, one of the mobiles finally connects to some auto-cab company, and we have it send one out, and, well, here we are.”

Everyone fell silent when he concluded. After an awkward pause Rachel tried to break the quiet with some comment about the day having gone so well up until this, but nobody really responded to her.

“I guess I have to ask,” Amy, who had tagged along with us as well, and now stood at the room entrance, spoke in slow, measured tones. “What, if anything, are we going to do about this?”

“We’ll call a meeting,” Rachel said. “The council can meet right now and we can have a full assembly tomorrow . . .”

She trailed off as we all turned at the sound of the other door opening. From the neighboring examination room, Joe Hammond now entered. As with Jake, I had seen him in the late stages of GTV, with his skin red and puffed out in grotesque fashion. Now his cracked skin looked almost scaley, lizard-like, but he appeared otherwise healthy. He walked with a cane, and beside him Austin was holding the door and standing ready to help, but he moved with a spryness unimaginable two weeks ago.

“Dad!” Jennifer jumped to rush over to him. Even before she reached him he was waving his free hand as if to brush her off. “Dad, you’re not suppose to be up.”

“I’m fine,” he said in a voice with a strange high whistle to it. “I’m fine. So can somebody tell me what this is going on up at the ranch.”

Apprehensive glances were exchanged around the group. “News travels fast,” Tanya said.

“Young fellow comes screaming about an attack,” Joe waved his free hand at Austin, “then I see Emma wailing and sobbing, something about Frankie being hurt.”

“How is Frankie?” Jennifer asked this question of Austin.

His hesitation said all that was really needed. “If this were a hospital I would say he was in critical condition. They would probably be giving him a blood transfusion.”

“Doctor Latch knows everyone’s blood type. She might need somebody to go around right now to find someone for a transfusion.”

Austin nodded to this. “I’ll check on them again.”

“No, let me,” Amy said. “I know where Dr. Latch keeps her blood type lists.”

As she exited the room a pall fell over the rest of us. “If Frankie dies,” Rachel said.

“Let’s not worry about things that haven’t happened yet,” Jennifer quickly interrupted.

“It shouldn’t change anything,” Logan said. “Whether he dies or not he was attacked with lethal force.”

“Good to hear somebody around here knows what they’re doing,” Joe stepped forward toward Logan. “I don’t believe we’ve met.”

Jennifer kept near his side and introduced the members of our group who had met him when he was too fevered to notice.

“So what is this whole business with you being attacked Gavin.” He squinted as he looked at his son, then hobbled up to the foot of the bed. “You’re face is covered with blood!”

“I was injured when they attacked us.”

“Well for God’s sake son what the fuck happened?

It took a lot of fussing from the old man to get Tanya to repeat the story to him. I finished sewing up Gavin and got him some water to wash his face while she did. At Joe’s continued prompting Tanya’s version was a lot longer, with plenty more details about the state of things up at this ranch, the comings and going of those living up there, and the minutia of the who, what, where, and when of the actual assault and its aftermath.

When he was finally satisfied Joe, having stood for the entire thing, at last walked over to a folding chair in the corner of the room, knocked it with his cane to spin it toward him, and sat down.

“The council is going to have a special session to discuss what to do,” Rachel said. “If you’re feeling up to it . . .”

“Do what you like, I know exactly what I’m going to do.”

“Dad,” Jennifer sounded both weary and exasperated.

“I’m going up there. Personally.”

“Dad! You can’t just go up there . . .”

“Why not?”

“Well, you,” she gestured helplessly at him, “you just got over a deadly disease. You need to recover.”

“I’ve been recovering all week, how long do I have to sit around while people prematurely divide up my corpse? If these people are planning rebellion because they think I’m dead than I am headed up there to show them otherwise.”

“Let’s not call it a rebellion,” Rachel said. “At least not until they do.”

“Whatever it’s called, I’m going to stop it.”

“You can’t go up there,” Jennifer said. “It’s six miles, dad. You’re in no condition . . .”

“I had no intention of walking.”

“Well, then what? We can’t spare the gasoline for that drive.”

“I happen to know how much gasoline we can spare.”

“You guys don’t have to spare any,” Logan said. “You can take our vehicles.”

“You guys can’t spare the gasoline either,” Jennifer said.

“It’s six miles,” Logan held out a hand in indifference. “We need enough diesel to get the Beast cross country. Taking it that far isn’t going to change anything.”

“I appreciate that,” Rachel said, “but I can’t let you guys spend your . . .”

“No, no, it’s not a problem. You folks took us in.”

“And you have more than repaid us, with all your group has done around here. I can’t ask you to get involved with,” the mayor glanced at Joe, “a dispute like this.”

“You were willing to get us involved with the whole Hadgewood dispute,” Austin, leaning against the doorframe, said with a smirk.

“That was different, I knew he wasn’t going to do anything more than fume and shout.”

“That’s all this sounds like,” Austin shrugged.

“They attacked us!” Jennifer said. “They physically attacked our people.”

“That’s not what your dad thinks.”

“Hmph,” Joe smiled.

“Dad!”

“He’s right,” Joe leaned forward some on his cane. “I know those guys up there. Some of them are hotheads, went off on a short fuse. The calmer ones are already talking some sense in them. There’s not gonna be much support for this when people realize what they’re really contemplating.”

“You’re really willing to risk going up there?” Rachel asked. “What if they attack you?”

“I intend to go in force.”

“The men who attacked your expedition didn’t use guns,” Austin said. “They obviously have them, so either they don’t have ammo to spare or they weren’t serious enough to use them. This sounds more like it was an intimidation move that got out of hand than an actual attempt to start a war. That’s my experienced law enforcement opinion, anyway.”

“We can transport a good number of people in the Beast,” Logan said, “and we can arm them pretty well.”

“We’re really contemplating this then?” Rachel asked.

“More importantly,” Heather said, “you, Logan, and your people, you’re willing to do this?”

“Kris isn’t here to say so,” Logan said, “but I know what her answer will be. We’ll help you. I’ll go up myself as well.”

“There’s no need for that,” Rachel said.

“If you’re taking the Beast, I’m going with it. Lucas as well, I’m sure, and sounds like Austin.”

He responded with a single nod. “I’m in too,” I said.

“So us, plus whichever of your people.”

Rachel looked around at everybody, managing to take us all in with a single glance.

“Alright,” she said. “Let’s work out the details.”

*     *     *

In the cold pre-dawn hours of the next morning I sat freezing in one of the Vineyard town’s outhouses. The apartments and homes now incorporated into this little town had been originally built with septic tanks. The community had built outhouses atop these. They also had plans for a whole elaborate system for draining and composting the tanks, which I had been told was part of the big spring piping project.

There was no toilet paper. Instead I had a plastic bucket of fresh, freezing cold water and a wash cloth. Sitting there I contemplated how, perhaps, toilet paper was the true hallmark of civilization. Everyone here in the Vineyards seemed a lot more upbeat than, say, the struggling and striving for normalcy of the community in Fountain Gardens, or the slaving, oppressed people in Louisville’s commercial zone, or the darkly paranoid survivalists, or even those sunk in the illusions of riches at the gated community. Fountain Gardens even had a similar septic tank-outhouse set up to this. Yet all those places had toilet paper.

For the first time I wondered, not in a purely academic sense but in a visceral, personal sort of way, if this was truly the end of civilization. I was no longer sure if I still believed in a distant place out west where they still had freedom and toilet paper.

Heading out into the early grey morning I paused to look around at the Vineyards. There was no sign of actual vines here, so I always assumed it was a fanciful name given the original apartment complex.

A thought struck me then, standing out in the cold. I wondered if everyone, whatever their job, always marvels at how those not in the same job remain ignorant of how close to disaster civilization always is. Certainly policemen think themselves a thin line between order and anarchy, and then look around at the people they work with and wonder how it all hasn’t ended already. Maybe doctor’s always contemplate how close everyone is to death, and engineers contemplate how everything is about to break, and teachers contemplate just how dumb the next generation is, and yet all of them remain unaware of how close to the brink things are in any other field.

Across a torn up parking lot I arrived back at our building. The small apartments were filled with a patchwork of beds and fold-out couches and cots. I climbed up to the second floor apartment where some of us were staying. As I entered I heard a low sound, like whispered talking. The place was dark, lacked electricity, and was almost as cold inside as out. I thought about just heading down the hall to return to the relative warmth of bed. But I was already up, so instead I turned to enter the scattering of extra furniture that filled the front room.

I stood there at the threshold while my eyes struggled to adjust. I could still hear the low noise. Then I spotted a figure, sitting at a little table across the room.

I knocked on the side of the doorway. She jumped, and inhaled sharply yet in such a way that I could recognize Kris’ voice. “Good morning,” I said in the loudest whisper I could.

She did not reply at first. I walked over to the table. Here I could tell that the low noise was coming from a little hand-held radio. It was an analog antique, no touch screen display or connector port of any kind, just a dial and a long telescoping antenna. It did not surprise me though, I knew there was a little electronics shop at the center of town where they sometimes cobbled together stuff like this.

“Good morning,” I said again.

“You scared me.”

“Sorry.” I sat down next to her. “Where did you get that?”

“I found it in one of our dresser drawers.” She gestured toward the back rooms.

“I didn’t know there was any broadcast radio left. That is what you’re listening to, right?”

“It’s coming from across the river, from St. Louis.”

“What is it?”

“I’m not quite sure.”

I realized I was interrupting. I fell silent, leaning in to listen instead.

The man on the radio sounded like a combination of a newscaster and a preacher. There was no hollow sound to it, as happens when broadcast from someone speaking to a large auditorium, nor was there any excited cadence. Yet his words, spoken in a dry, flat tone, were strange and fiery.

“. . . while we pray for the success of our troops we know that no victory can come abroad until we have victory here at home, against all those who corrupt and defile our great nation. The Convention of the Evangelic State announced yesterday a curfew, effective across the full state for the duration of this weekend, in order to allow our righteous soldiers to root out the Satanic and atheistic influences still present within our Holy State. The Department of Religious Liberty report they have arrested over forty vampires in three separate raids in the downtown area last night, as a result of the curfew. The Satanic spawn were treated humanely and have been reprimanded to the Love In Action camp and ministry, a member of the convention in good standing, where they will serve a penance purifying themselves even as they purify the atomic lands outside Jefferson City. Also last night the Department of Virtue Promotion announced it will begin a series of operations in the former state of Illinois in order to destroy a string of witch’s covens that have begun to appear after the collapse of law and order there last month. Now let us pray for the safety and continued success . . .”

“What is this?” I had to ask again.

“It’s a news cast. I think. From St. Louis.”

“It’s talking about vampires though.”

“I know. It’s weird, I haven’t figured it out.”

“How did you find this?”

“It was,” she paused, then looked up at me. “I was trying to find out more about the Evangelic State that’s taken over in Missouri, when they turned on the computers and got online last night. They had a site that mentioned tuning in to this radio frequency.”

She stared at the radio for a second, then with a little click turned it off.

“Did I wake you when I got up?” I asked her.

She shook her head. “I was already awake. I had a nightmare,” Kris said, and then fell silent. I could not make out her expression in the dark, but I could still sense her intense gaze was elsewhere. “I don’t know,” she said, as if interrupting herself, “nothing I can remember. It woke me and I couldn’t get back to sleep. So I got up and tried listening to this thing, which is probably a bad idea. It’s kind of weird and disturbing. He spent a bunch of time talking about GTV being a punishment from God and rounding up the infected to be ‘cleansed’ which, I don’t know what that means but it doesn’t sound good.”

“If could just mean, like, I don’t know, baptizing them or something like that.”

“I hope so.”

I paused, uncertain if I should say more. “Since we’re up you want to go find breakfast?”

“Do they have that going this early?”

“They have it going constantly,” I smiled. “I found that out when I couldn’t sleep and was wandering over that way.”

“You just went wandering outside? It’s freezing out there.”

“It’s freezing in here. Come on.”

We were already both bundled up in coats and thick layers. Outside we walked past the barn and chicken coops and out to a converted home on the north road that the locals referred to as ‘the Great Egg Inn.’ It had a sign out front showing a hand holding up a shining egg, a Renaissance Fair decorating aesthetic inside, and on some nights a certain medieval lack of electricity. However, it was not really an ‘inn’ in the hotel sense. It was more a restaurant, a brewery, and a local gathering place.

Like all the homes on this side of the road it was renovated beyond recognition. A main double door opened into a spacious front room with a long bar, eclectic tables scattered about, and a balcony overhead.

That morning they did have power, enough for a few LED lights mounted above the bar. There was also, as always, a pot of stew, kept above a fire, cooking at all hours of the day, ready to serve whoever stopped by. The owner was a man with a big, square, almost cartoonish jaw named Andrew. He had told me several times about his plans for claiming some beds and furniture from the unused building where we were staying and using that to properly outfit the upstairs room, make this place a proper inn. I had a tab here with him I intended to settle up this morning, before we rolled out.

Before that though I added to it, initially ordering some of the ‘perpetual soup’ before being told they were warming up some oatmeal. Kris and I sat at a table near the big, warm hearth and ate breakfast in the peaceful quiet of the unawakened morning.

After we finished eating we continued to sit like this for a little bit, while other locals, and then Logan and Austin and Lucas arrived, also looking for food.

“I’m going with you today,” Kris said to me.

“Okay.”

“That wasn’t your usual okay, was it?”

I paused, taken aback by the question. “I guess, I don’t know,” I started to stammer.

“I thought you would try to stop me.”

“Do you want me to?”

“Logan tried to stop me.”

“I’m sure he did. It could be dangerous.”

“I know. Was that you trying to stop me?”

“No,” I smiled at her. “We’ve been living in constant danger since you broke out of prison, so, um,” I shrugged. “You think you’ll be able to help?”

“I don’t know. Maybe.”

“It’s hard to make a difference if you don’t really exist.”

“Then in that case it doesn’t matter either way.” She returned my little smile, then sighed. “Unless of course they’re willing to believe. In that case it might make all the difference.”

Logan and the others joined us while they ate. He spent less time eating than talking about the plan for the day.

“So Gavin says the route is pretty safe during the day, but I still think we should go out with a show of force. Lucas and I made a few modifications to the Beast yesterday.”

“Modifications?” I asked.

“You’ll see.”

“Is coming in all threatening really how we want to go in there?” Kris asked.

“They attacked us.”

“So our only choice is to escalate the situation?”

“Take a look at what we did first,” Lucas said. “It’s not that much.”

“It’s not just for these farm hands either,” Austin said. “I agree with Logan, we’re driving through territory controlled by crime gangs, it sounds like.”

“The locals biked through that territory a couple days ago without a problem,” Kris said.

“Except they were scared to return after dark. Let’s not take chances.”

After breakfast we met up with the locals coming with us. Gavin and Jennifer were escorting their father. The twins were along, and the teenager who always guarded the front gate. With them we walked down the road to the golf course parking lot where the Beast still sat.

Sheets of metal had been tacked onto the front and sides in a haphazard fashion. The visual effect was less intimidating and more run-down, but Logan promised they would stop most small-arms fire. Inside at the back they had piled extra cushioning on the bed and mounted a black cardboard sheet over the window in order to create a little sniper spot. A slot along the bottom would allow Logan to lay there with his sniper rifle and peak out while remaining concealed.

They had also knocked out the skylight. This was replaced with a hinged wooden panel, and a tall stool was placed underneath. “That’s the gunner’s perch,” Logan said. “You’ll be up there, Greg.”

“Why me?”

“Unless somebody here has handled a machine gun before.”

“I’ve never handled a machine gun before!”

“Yeah, but you’re closest.” He pulled aside a blanket on the bed to reveal an array of firearms. “I took some weapons from the armored truck. There’s a variety, so everyone pick your preference. Greg, this one is yours.”

The gun he picked up was big enough that it had a handle to help carry it. He hefted it one handed and held it out for display. “Fuchs Armaments Valor-7 MMG. Integral bipod, gas vent recoil compensator, integrated laser sight.” He pointed to the features as he mentioned them, then passed the gun to me. I took it with both hands, surprised at its weight. “It also has an attachment point for an under-barrel add-on, which we have several of, if you’re interested. What we don’t have is a lot of ammo for it. In fact,” from the mound of weapons he grabbed an ammo crate and handed that to me as well, “this is all there is, so don’t go crazy with it.”

“I’m hoping not to fire it at all.”

“You’ll also want these.”

From a coat pocket he produced a pair of dark sun glasses. With my hands already full all I could do was stare at him. “Really?”

“Like you say, we don’t want to actually have to fire these guns. The name of the game is intimidation. Also, it looks like we might get some sun today.”

With a sigh I turned to Kris. She took a moment to realize I was staring at her. “What do you think of all this?” I asked.

She shrugged. “If you guys think it’ll help.”

I accepted the sun glasses, then climbed up on the stool. Like this I was tall enough for my upper half to stick up out of the former skylight. Standing on such a high stool was a little precarious, but the skylight was narrow enough that I could lean against the sides and feel somewhat secure. I pulled up the machine gun and got it set up on its front bipod. The size of the RV meant my line of sight was not that great. Anything close in to our sides I could not see at all. Of course I was sure Logan had others covering these angles.

While the others got themselves armed and situated below me I stood there and looked out at the snow-covered fields and the collection of buildings that was the Vineyard town beyond. Behind me the rising sun was casting a red glow on scattered clouds, and those same morning rays highlighted the tops of the taller apartment buildings. It was enough to make me believe Logan was right about the weather.  I breathed in the cold morning air and reflected that in an actual firefight the person in my position was the most likely to get killed.

With the arrival of dawn we were ready to move. The cold winter air bit at my face as we cruised down the street, moving north away from the highway. Since arriving at the Vineyard we had not been far beyond its confines. Moving through new neighborhoods we found there was no electricity here, even to run street lights. At each intersection we slowed to look around, both for cross traffic and for some kind of trap.

Around us we encountered little activity. Occasional other vehicles cruised along. Some acted like us, with a cautious approach to each intersection followed by a rush on through. Others blithely drove down streets at top speed, ignoring the dead traffic lights, swerving around to avoid us and blaring their horns as they passed. The first time this happened I was surprised by the sound and almost opened fire on them. I wondered what it meant that they were unafraid to honk at an RV with an actual machine gun on the roof, though I was not sure if they even saw me.

What we did not encounter was any of the gangs presumed to inhabit this territory. Even as we drove the twins told stories of weird criminal gangs, of a gang who shaved their heads and eyebrows and had elaborate, multi-colored tattoos, of a gang that dressed up like a motorcycle gang with leather riding jackets and such but went around on bicycles, of a gang who all dressed up in elaborate hodgepodges of Halloween costumes for some reason. None of these gangs, if they existed, were out today. The people I did see were dressed normal, though they scurried along in a nervous rush, and all of them were armed.

From my coat pocket I pulled out the sun glasses and put them on. I figured if I was going to get shot I might as well look cool.

As we moved further north we passed through some interesting neighborhoods. There were some that looked like the Fountain Gardens community back in Ohio. Collections of suburban houses, some half torn down, some with haphazard add-ons, scattered among empty or cleared lots that were likely to see crops planted in the spring. We passed by an old mall and giant department store that looked half way through a transformation into some form of fortress, with cobbled together look-out towers on the roof, make-shift fences or broken concrete walls around the perimeter, and the parking lot torn up to expose the soil underneath.

Elsewhere we passed through an industrial sector filled with car shops and little manufacturing houses that seemed to be operating as normal, with regular vehicle traffic, autonomous shipping trucks making deliveries, and even a police patrol. It made me wonder who was working here, where they lived, who exactly was in those police cruisers, and what even counted as ‘normal’ anymore.

After about fifteen minutes cruising through this we came to a highway underpass that had once served as the location for a permanent National Guard checkpoint. Like similar such locations this one was now burned out and abandoned. Cheap, temporary structures built in the median above and within the old highway supports were blackened ruins clinging to the highway’s more sturdy original concrete. Even this looked weakened, with chunks crumbled off and laying on the road in front of us. I was worried the whole thing might collapse and thought about ducking in to request a course change.

Instead, before I could say anything, we turned away from the dangerous looking underpass and drove up onto the freeway. In retrospect it did not look much better up here, with the actual roadway blackened from fire and cracked all over. Driving in manual Lucas paused as we got up to where the on-ramp merged, looking around to confirm there was no other traffic present. Then he turned us to drive right across the freeway, across the lanes of traffic, rumbling over the median, and then right back down the off-ramp on the other side.

It was a simple and unremarkable maneuver, yet it struck me for some reason. Perhaps because of just how empty this big freeway was, perhaps because it represented a total abandonment of the norms of driving. I was still thinking about it as we drove into the parkland.

The ranch was built in some former federal land on the shores of a lake. Fields surrounded by ad hoc fences lined the shore. Within these were infrequent patches of snow and infrequent clusters of grazing cattle.

The center of this ranch was a former car scrap yard, which upon reflection was still a car scrap yard. It had a chainlink fence surrounding it that had been reinforced in places with metal sheeting. Rickety metal guard towers rose just above the fence inside the perimeter. Within the scrap yard various lean-toos, tin roofed enclosures supported by crushed car stacks, and converted buses and truck trailers served as shelters. There were men about, moving around the compound, though most I saw seemed to be watching us approach.

Lucas pulled up in front of the main gate, turning as he did such that the passenger side faced toward the compound. While I had not heard it mentioned I knew this was a part of Logan’s planning. Once stopped those inside did not wait for a greeting. Gavin, who had been riding shotgun with a literal shotgun, got out the passenger side. He wore sun glasses like mine and a woolen cap that hid the nasty gash on his forehead. At the same time Jennifer disembarked from the RVs side door. As soon as she was out she turned to assist her father, but Joe brushed her aside, stepped out on his own, and drew a deep breath of the chill morning air.

Kris and the twins got out as well. Madison and Mason remained near the side entrance, armed with assault rifles, while Kris accompanied the Hammond family as they moved forward. The rest of us remained in the Beast, fingers hovering near our triggers, Lucas leaving it in gear.

“Greg,” Austin said to me in a low voice.

“Yeah?” I answered without looking down.

“If it comes to it, your target is those guard towers.”

“Got it.”

The guard towers were not that tall, such that the guard in the nearest one was just a little bit above me. I watched him, but it was obvious his own attention was focused on our delegation moving to stand in front of the main gate.

It turned out all they had to do was stand there. A group started to gather, not threatening but just staring. From the main building, the only real building within the compound, a man with a neon green trucker hat and an orange hunting vest emerged and rushed forward. He jostled past some of the others gathered at the gate to stand in the front and join in the staring.

“Mr. Hammond?” He said at last.

“Drew, it’s good to see you again,” Joe said.

“You’re,” the green-hatted man, Drew, stammered. “You’re not dead.”

“Rumors of my demise have been greatly exaggerated.”

“I, but, how? You,” he paused and blinked a few times in disbelief. “We heard you had the plague.”

“You heard correctly.”

For a second it seemed Joe would just leave it at this. I tensed up myself, wondering if some adverse reaction was coming, but instead the moment just dragged.

“It’s like we told you,” Gavin said. “We got a cure. From these folks, friends of ours.”

“Is this true?”

“It is,” Kris said. “If you have anybody infected we’d be happy to treat them too. It can take a few weeks to recover . . .”

Drew was shaking his head, and still staring at Joe. “We lost a few people earlier this year. Nobody else has come down with it. You really can cure it?”

“He doesn’t look cured to me,” another man said.

“There are lasting effects,” Kris said. “We’ve seen it before.”

“Who are you, anyway?” Drew asked.

“We’re with the Red Cross. We were sent to deliver this cure out west, but we’ve been delayed by,” she shrugged, “well, you know, various events.”

“There’s no way the Red Cross has a cure for the plague,” voices said from within the crowd.

“You’re just giving this out for free?”

“This is some kind of scam.”

Joe cleared his throat and steadied himself on his cane. “I am standing here before you gentlemen, proof that there is a cure.” The grumbling continued among the crowd, but too low for me to hear. “I am not here to talk about medicine though, but to discuss next year’s harvest.”

This for sure racheted up the tension. My arms tensed and I shifted my gaze to focus on the guard tower. I wondered if Logan had a clear line of sight on this Drew guy.

“Mr. Hammond,” Drew said, “I, I swear, we thought you were dead . . .”

“I’ve heard about the incident yesterday. Assault with deadly force is no small matter.”

“I swear, we,” he continued to stammer, “we thought it was a trick.”

“A supposition to which you had some basis?”

“We,” Drew looked away. “Nobody ever survives the plague.”

“Certainly there have been others than me. So you thought this was a lie, and rather than appeal to our lawful council you decided your best recourse was violent action.”

“No, sir, it’s not like that. We,” he paused, took off his hat, put it back on. “I mean, none of us thought, none of us wanted . . .”

“Are you trying to tell me you didn’t mean to hurt my son when you swung a chain at him? That you didn’t mean to kill Frankie when you stabbed him?”

“Is,” Drew took off his hat again, wading it in his hands. “Frankie, did he . . .”

“He will live, thanks to a generous blood donation from our community at Fairmont we procured last night.”

There was a long pause over the crowd, then another voice spoke. “So what is it that you want?”

“Carl,” Drew turned as another man, taller and bulkier, with thick sideburns and short sleeves, stepped forward next to him, just within the chainlink gate.

“Mr. Morris,” Joe said, “I understand you were personally involved in this altercation.”

“And I would do it again.”

“Carl!” Drew shouted.

“Would you now?” Joe said.

“I would do it to you too,” Carl said. “What the hell gives you the right to come up here and take what we grow?”

“That is the agreement we entered in to.”

“You think you have that right because you own this land? Fuck you old man, nobody owns this land, that’s what you’re fucking precious charter says.”

“Indeed, it belongs to all of us, held in trusteeship for the council and administered by myself.”

“Fucking lawyer talk. We work this land, we grow those crops, their ours. We can fucking do what we want with them. What the fuck do we owe you?”

“Carl stop,” Drew said. “This is not worth starting a war over.”

“You’re a fucking pussy Drew. You never do shit but let them come in here and fucking push us around like . . .”

“Fucking stop, Carl!”

“Why the fuck . . .”

“God fucking damn it stop! You’re gonna start a war over nothing.”

“Nothing! Our freedom is nothing?”

“What freedom? We’re trading with these guys. They gave us equipment and let us work the land for a share of the crop, we agreed . . .”

“What the fuck kind of agreement is that?” Carl had turned toward Drew and was getting right up in his face as he shouted. “They’re robbing us man, fucking robbing us, and you just let them do it.”

“Are you fucking seeing this man? Look at them! They’ve got a machine gun up there. Are we gonna fucking take that on?”

“I fucking will if I have to! We all will, we’re not all pussies like you,” Carl flung his arms in the air dramatically.

“You’re gonna get us fucking killed.”

“They’re already killing us!”

“What?” Drew seemed to find some gumption, stepping up closer to his opponent. “We’re not dying here man. We’re fine, we’re doing a hell of a lot better than most people. We don’t need to hoard food.”

“So what we grow here doesn’t really belong to us?”

“No, and it never did! That’s the agreement. Are you gonna go back on your word now.”

“Gentlemen, please,” Joe said.

“Fuck you old man!” Carl took a step toward the still closed gate. I saw Gavin wince and shift his shotgun upward a little. I had the same reaction. My grip on the machine gun handle tightened, and I felt my undershirt sticking to me from a sudden outburst of sweat.

Joe held these men’s gazes, unperturbed. Carl got right up to the chain link and stared, his fists literally shaking with rage and looking like he was about to say something.

“Okay, okay,” Drew stepped forward and put a hand on Carl’s shoulder. “Let’s all calm down here.”

Carl brushed his hand aside without breaking his stare on Joe. Again he seemed about to speak but nothing came out.

“Mr. Hammond,” Drew said, “I’m sorry about what happened yesterday. So what is it you want to do now?”

“We just want this to stop,” Kris said. Her voice was soft, such that I could barely hear her, but it seemed enough to get everyone’s attention. “Before anybody gets killed.”

“What?” Carl looked surprised to hear her speak. “Who the fuck is this bitch?”

“She’s with the Red Cross,” Gavin said.

“The fuck she is. Stay out of this bitch. Who the fuck you think you are?”

“I’m just the person telling you guys to stop and realize you’ve already won,” Kris said.

“What?”

“Haven’t you? You’re going to get this land when Mr. Hammond dies, right? So what is there worth killing for?”

“The land should be ours already. It would be if you hadn’t interfered.”

“Interfered by curing Mr. Hammond? You’re saying he should be dead already.” There was no immediate reply to this, and even from up high I could tell the men down there were shaking a little under Kris’ glare. “Is that what you want people to remember when you get sick?”

“The land should be ours because we work it,” Carl managed to say. “We put in all the work, they just shave some off the top. They’re just more corporate overlords, no different than the ones they’re always complaining about. Bunch of fucking hypocrites.”

This got some impassioned cries of support from back in the crowd. There was a stirring among them that in turned shook my nerves, and only through a supreme force of will did I hold my position.

“It sounds like you wouldn’t have equipment to work this land without help,” Kris said.

“We could get by without that.”

“Is that what you’re willing to do? Give up this equipment in exchange for the land free and clear?”

“If they give up that,” Gavin said, “they gotta give us back some of the other stuff we set up for them as well. The batteries and solar panels.”

Carl seemed about to respond, but instead just stood there. I could see him staring at Kris with impotent rage, his hands balled into fists.

“Drew,” Joe spoke up again. “If you or your men really find our agreement that inequitable you can always appeal to the council.”

“You own the council!” Carl blurted.

“Hardly. If I owned them do you think I would have to give up my land at all? Or that there would be this whole jubilee wiping out so many debts owned me, including some from you men? The council will give you a fair hearing. If that is your intent I propose we arrange a date. If not, I would like to discuss how we intend to handle next year’s crop.”

“Bullshit.”

“Carl,” Drew hovered at his side again, hesitating to reach out and physically restrain him, though Carl was for the moment still restrained by the chain link gate.

“We wanna appeal,” Carl said.

“Know that if you do I will consider pressing charges over yesterday’s assault.”

“Fuck you man. We wanna appeal and we want a neutral judge, not your fucking council of lackeys.”

“Carl, that isn’t your decision to make,” Drew said.

“The hell is isn’t! I’m the foreman, I represent the men, and I say we want to appeal to a neutral judge. And not some fucking computer either like those dumbasses on the radio keep talking about.”

“Would I do?” Kris asked. “Or one of my people?”

“What?” Carl turned to her in confusion.

“I’m offering to serve as a neutral arbiter.”

“You?”

“She’s with the Red Cross,” Drew reminded him again. “They seem pretty neutral.”

Carl worked his jaw, apparently chewing on this idea. He was interrupted by a shout from somewhere in the crowd behind him. A teenage boy pushed his way forward to come stand right in front of the chain link.

“Hey!” he pointed at Kris. “I know these guys.”

“What?” Drew asked.

“These guys, these Red Cross guys. I read about them online.”

“Deni, what the fuck are you talking about?” Carl asked.

“No, for real. They call them the Red Cross Resistance. It was online, last week. They say they’re a rogue group of Red Cross people trying to help the separatists out west.”

“So they’re criminals?” Carl said flatly.

“Nah. Well, yeah, I guess. They said there was a reward out.”

“How big a reward?”

“I don’t know man. It was a federal marshal reward.”

“Oh, well fuck that, you’re never gonna collect shit from the feds.”

“Yeah, but they’re like, famous,” the teenager said, still staring at Kris. “They’re like, they’re going out west and giving people food and medicine and shit.”

“So why are they trying to arrest her?” Carl gestured toward Kris.

“I don’t know.”

“Probably because they’re trying to help the separatists,” Drew said.

The whole crowd, the whole world it seemed, fell quiet, everyone turning to look at Kris. For that moment, at least, I have to assume she very much existed.

“Alright,” Carl said to her.

“Alright?” Kris asked.

“We’ll accept you as an arbiter. If Mr. Hammond agrees.”
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An open letter to America’s corporate oligarchy

Now listen, you rich people, weep and wail because of the misery that is coming on you. Your wealth rots and corrodes your world. The wages you have failed to pay your workers testifies against you. You are clothed, you are fed, by those you think beneath you, as low as insects, yet these insect will become moths who will eat your clothes, locusts who destroy your harvest, and finally like boils that will burn your flesh like fire. You have hoarded wealth all your days, deaf to the cries of the oppressed. Look! Those who have supported you now rally against you. You have lived in luxury and self-indulgence, thinking your excess can last forever, yet all you have done is fattened yourselves for the day of slaughter.

Now listen, those among you who say, “Tomorrow we will go to this or that city, spend a year there, carry on business and make money.” Why, you do not even know what will happen tomorrow. What is your life? You are a mist that appears for a little while and then vanishes.

Instead, you ought to say, “if we can ease suffering of humanity today, we will do just that.” As it is, you boast in your arrogant schemes. If anyone, then, knows the good they ought to do and doesn’t do it, it is evil for them.

What causes such strife among humanity? Does it not come from your desires that battle within you? You desire but do not have, so you kill. You covet but you cannot get what you want, so you quarrel and fight. You have, yet you long for more, so you ask your god for even more, and claim yourselves pure of motive. You spend what you say god has given you on your pleasures even as others suffer.

You repugnant people, don’t you know that friendship with the material means enmity against humanity? Therefore, anyone who chooses to value objects becomes an enemy of all people. Or do you think it without reason that faiths across the world bless the humble but heap scorn on the miser and the self-righteous? Submit yourselves, then, to humility. Resist excess and let it flow away from you. Come nearer to your fellow humans and they will come near to you.

Wash your hands and purify your hearts, you hypocrites. Humble yourselves, and your fellows will lift you up. Do not slander one another or judge yourself another’s better, because when you judge another you are sitting in judgement on yourself.

Therefore, since we all will suffer in this world, arm yourselves with the same attitude as your god, so that whoever suffers can be lifted up, and can lift others up in turn. As a result, they do not live their lives solely for themselves, but rather for all humanity, including themselves.

For you have spent enough time in the past doing whatever you want, living in debauchery and excess. But in the end you will have to give account for yourselves.

Therefore be alert and of sober mind so that you may see your fellow humans as you see yourself. Above all, love each other deeply, because love covers over a multitude. Offer hospitality to one another without grumbling. Each of you should use whatever you have to serve others, as stewards of each other, so that in all things the well-being of humanity is lifted paramount.
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An open letter to America’s Nationalist party politicians

As you come to serve, you who would better our country, rid yourselves of all malice and all deceit, hypocrisy, envy, and slander of every kind.

You serve a living people by a living document, written by humans past and  precious to humans today, and you also, living documents yourselves, must write anew that which those you serve find acceptable.

A stone has been laid in America upon which the house of democracy is built. That cornerstone is a living document and living institutions, and you are its caretakers. To those who trust in democracy, this cornerstone is precious. But to those who desire power and would see their will imposed upon their fellows, this stone is a stumbling block and an obstacle to their wicked schemes. They stumble because they disobey the spirit and reject the message behind the living constitution.

You think yourselves the royal priesthood of a chosen people and a holy nation, yet like any god this country is greatest when it can be all things to all people, when people can choose for themselves their own meaning. Once we were many people, but under our living constitution we are one people; once we had not received justice, but now we have received justice.

Consider it pure joy, fellow Americans, whenever you face ideas and cultures of many kinds, because you know that the testing of free ideas produces a better world. Let rationality finish its work so that we may be mature and complete, not lacking anything. If any of you lacks wisdom, you should ask your fellow, and those who are asked should give generously to all without finding fault.

Believers in democracy ought to take pride in their diversity. But the autocrats should abandon their search for great conformity, since otherwise they will crumble like a brittle structure. For a house supported by weakened beams cannot stand; it buckles and gives way to collapse. In the same way, the autocrat will yield and collapse even while they try to tighter their grip on power.

Blessed is the one who subjects themselves to the trial of free ideas, because, having stood the test, they will know their ideas are strong and worthy to be crowned rational and just.

All are tempted by power, but when tempted, no one should say, “it is for the greater good.” For the greater good of the many cannot be determined by the few; each person is tempted to think their own ideas are best and proper and so willing to drag others along with them. Then, after intention has conceived, it gives birth to corruption; and corruption, when it is full-grown, gives birth to suffering. Don’t be deceived, fellow Americans. Nothing is perfect, and the good must flow up from below, not be forced down from above.

A powerful few, although small in number, can make great calamities. Consider what a great forest is set on fire by a small spark. So it is with power, able to set a fire and create a world of evil from the smallest of people. It corrupts the whole of society, sets the whole course of life on fire, until it is itself burned away. All kinds of societies have been created by humans, with all kinds of great achievements and wonders, but no human being can tame wealth or power. It is a restless evil, full of deadly poison. With power we accomplish greatness we could not approach alone, and with it we curse other human beings to suffering and death. Out of the same fountain come goodness and evil.

My fellow Americans, believers in our democracy must cease to show favoritism with their power. As it is, those that come to you with gold and fine clothes are given special attention and a good seat at your table, but those that come in humble dress are left to stand in the shadows or pick scraps that fall at your feet. In so doing, have you not discriminated and shown prejudice, as surely as if you had separated your guests by black and white, or man and woman? Have you not become harsh judges with evil thoughts?

Listen, my fellow Americans: Have you not been chosen to represent all the people, even those who are poor in the eyes of the world and can promise you nothing in return? But you have dishonored your promise, and your unfaithfulness destroys us all. You favor the rich, yet is it not the rich who are exploiting us, including you? Are they not the ones who are dragging us all into court, convicting us by laws you have made? Are they not the ones who are making a mockery of our democracy by buying a government for themselves and leaving their fellow humans beggared and voiceless.

If you really keep the foundational law of morality, “Love your neighbor as yourself,” then you are wielding your power right. But if you show favoritism and given in to corruption, you have betrayed your fellow Americans and all humanity. For whoever keeps to laws of arbitrary ritual and meaningless bean counting, yet stumbles on the basic premise of morality, is guilty of the worst of crimes.

Dear Americans, I urge you, as representatives of all the people, to abstain from using your power to wage war against some of those you are meant to represent. Submit yourselves to the will and authority of the people: whether they agree with you, whether they look like you, whether they believe as you do. For it is the foundation of democracy that you should serve all of America and not cater to the ideas of a powerful minority.

Live as free people, but do not use your freedom as a way to undermine the freedom and liberty of others. Show proper respect to everyone, love the supporters of democracy, honor the constitution. For it is commendable if someone bears their principles even under hardship and disadvantage. But how is it to your credit if your power is only wielded to be self-serving? But if you suffer for doing good, that is the most commendable act of humanity. To this service you were called when you became representatives and took an oath before those you serve and the constitution.
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An open letter to America’s fundamentalist evangelical minority

Dear friends, do not be surprised at the anguish you have caused by your imposed ordeals, as though something strange were happening. That there is no rejoicing when you attempt to spread the word of your faith may be a source of sorrow and confusion for you, but inasmuch as you force your beliefs on others, you are both betraying your own faith and making enemies where there were none.

If you are insulted because of the non-Christians in your midst, you are not then justified in expelling them or demanding their conversion. If you suffer in the minority, it should be with humility, as an example of the benefits of your belief, and not as violent ruffians and self-righteous tyrants who impose by force what they cannot achieve by persuasion. Do you think anyone is convinced by your screaming and cruelty?

Were you to be judged by the standards you preach, what outcome would it be for you? Do you think that taking political power by force and using that power to impose your faith makes you righteous? Do you think that pleasing to your god? Those who commit themselves to your faith are said to be called to do good in the world, yet you spread misery and resentment.

Who is wise and understanding among you? Let them show it by their good life, by deeds done in the humility that comes from wisdom. But if you harbor bitter envy and selfish ambition in your hearts, do not boast about it or deny the truth. Such “wisdom” does not come from any moral reasoning but self-serving rationalizations. For where you have envy and selfish ambition, there you find disorder and every evil practice. But the wisdom that comes from humility is first of all moral; then peace-loving, considerate, full of mercy, impartial and sincere.

Be patient, then, my friends, that humility may be your witness. The prophets of your religion showed patience in the face of suffering. You too, take their example, be patient and stand firm, that you might fill the world with compassion and mercy. Don’t grumble against others, and do not pass judgement upon them. Above all, my friends, do not invoke your faith to make demands, not of your government, your neighbor, or of anyone else.

Those who consider themselves religious and yet do not keep a tight rein on their tongues deceive themselves, and their religion is worthless. Religion that is truly pure and moral is this: to look after those suffering in their distress and to keep humility so that one does not pollute the world with oneself.

How empty are religious words? Consider, my fellow Americans, what good is it if someone claims to have faith but has no deeds? Suppose someone is without clothes and daily food. If one of you says to them, “Go in peace; you are in my thoughts and prayers,” but does nothing about their physical needs, what good is it? In the same way, faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by action, is dead.

Those that have faith should show it, if they can, but what is faith itself but feelings and empty words anyone could speak. Those that take action show faith by their deeds. You foolish person, do you want evidence that faith without deeds is useless? Look around at all those who turn a blind eye to suffering. Do they do this because their faith is enough, or because they are evil? Who can tell such a thing, and what difference would it make? If you allow suffering to continue, how is your faith different from another’s evil heart?

 

4

An open letter to America

We know that you are troubled. We know that you are sick. We know that prayers are unanswered and songs of joy stay quiet. Wrongs have been committed and mistakes have been made.

Nothing shall be improved by prayer, nor shall our country be healed by wishful thinking, for when ever did feelings alone change the world? To solve our problems, we must know our problems, and we must act.

Therefore, though we are surrounded by such a great cloud of darkness, let us throw off everything that hinders and the selfishness that so easily entangles. And let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us, fixing our eyes on our foundations, on the ideals enshrined in our constitution. For the pursuit of joy set by the founders does not come without enduring hardship and scorn. Consider those past generations who endured such opposition, so that we do not grow weary and lose heart.

In our struggle, the current generation has yet to be truly tested. And have we forgotten that which we would be tested for? Do not make light of the founder’s ideals and do not lose heart when other splendors are beyond your reach, because our birthright is not wealth or privilege or power.

Endure hardship knowing it is no guarantee of success. Do not throw away our inheritance for a single shiny trinket. Ours is not a City of Gold, filled with gaudy splendor and excess. Ours is not a Shining City on a Hill, a refuge for the elect of a single faith or creed, so they may look down on all others with snobbery and scorn. Ours is not a golden throne and a trumpet blast, an avenging angel sent to strike down anybody who disagrees with us.

Ours is the open terrain of freedom and the promise of cities not yet built. Ours is freedom in humble possession. Ours is freedom in doubt. Ours is freedom, in cacophony or silence, in joy or sorrow, in peace.

Make every effort to live in peace with everyone and to be kind; without kindness there is no humanity. See to it that no one falls short of subsistence of life. See to it that no bitter root grows up to cause trouble and defile our liberty. See to it that you do not refuse they who speak, and do not refuse they who walk their own path. See to it that knowledge and liberty are kept alight through the ages, and not burned on a pyre of ignorance and bigotry.

Keep on loving one another as brothers and sisters. Do not forget to show hospitality to strangers, for you cannot know what person who are showing hospitality without knowing it. Continue to remember those in prison as if you were together with them in prison, and those who are mistreated as if you yourselves were suffering. Keep your lives free from the love of money and be content with what you have. Remember those who spoke well of you, and consider the outcome of the way of life of those who did not. Open yourself to ideas that may seem strange, but do not be carried away by every idea. Do not forget to do good and to share with others, and live honorably in every way, as if you will have to one day give an account of yourself, for who knows what will befall you tomorrow. It is good for our hearts to be strengthened by grace, not by wealth or power or prestige, and so grace be with you all.

 


Around the Vineyards, Friday nights always seemed like a celebration. Movies or television shows would get downloaded, I assume through some illegal sites, and played on big screens in the town hall and the Egg and the one north row house with the built-in mini-theater.

This particular Friday was especially revelatory because of the good news that the Vineyards had negotiated a settlement with the workers at the Lake. Kris had stayed up there an extra day with the Hammonds, returning the next day with the bicycles the initial expedition had abandoned and news of the deal. I never caught the specifics, but I did see Joe out that evening, sitting with his cane propped up in front of himself and a wide grin on his cracked face.

I personally missed out on some of the festivities that Friday, because as soon as she arrived back, late in the afternoon, Kris greeted me with a hug and slipped another set of envelopes into my hand. After I finished some chores for the day I slipped off to our rooms to read, taking advantage of the fact that the whole town’s power grid was switched on and so I had a little lamp to read by.

I was not sure what to make of Kris’ latest entries. They made me wonder if these were letters I was literally suppose to mail somebody at some point. I found Kris at the Great Egg, huddled near the hearth by herself, while most of the crowd was gathered around a big screen television at the other end. I sat down next to her but did not say anything for a long moment, and when I did speak I found myself going with something different.

“Can I ask you something?” I started.

“Of course,” she said without turning to me.

“Why is Psalms just a bunch of song lyrics?”

This got a grin and a slight chuckle. “The original Psalms are just song lyrics.”

“They are?”

“Yeah. The book of Psalms in the bible is a record of the lyrics to songs, or hymns, that the ancient Hebrew people would sing. The actual music, the tunes, are lost, so all we have is the lyrics. That’s why reading Psalms beginning to end is so mind-numbing.”

“It is?” I shrugged when she shot me a glance. “I’ve never tried.”

“Try just sitting down and reading a bunch of song lyrics without the music. It’s okay for the first one, after a hundred you’ll feel like you’re reading a string of random numbers.”

I smiled at this, and then Kris did too, leaning a little over and resting her head against my shoulder. I wanted to ask her more, about her writing and her past, but I felt like I would spoil the moment, and so I just sat there, enjoying the ambiance of the heat and the world around me.

“You had another question, didn’t you?” Kris asked without looking up.

“Um, well, kind of. I noticed the last couple, um,” I fought through a stutter. “The last writing things you gave me were letters, and so, I wondered if I was suppose to mail them or something.”

“They’re just like everything else I wrote.”

“Okay.”

She leaned away to look up at me. “Just like everything else. You remember the promise you made, right?”

“Yes, of course. But, you know, that’s just in case. I thought maybe, since they were letters, you planned, er, that one day,” my unfinished thought trailed off.

“One day,” Kris said, looking at the fire in the hearth.

“Right. Like, um, after we get out west.” Again I stammered to a halt, and Kris did not reply. Instead she remained as if on pause, staring at the flames, and I did not think I could interrupt her thoughts if I wanted to.

“We’re a long way from that,” she said absently, then turned to look at me. “Greg, if we ever get to one day, you and I will talk,” she reached out and set her hand atop mine, “about a lot of things.”

She smiled, and I found myself stuck like that, unable to respond or move. At last I managed to say, very slowly and precisely, “okay.”

*     *     *

In contrast to Fridays, Saturday in the Vineyards was game night. It was, I was told, a tradition going back to when their internet connection was still constant and reliable. Back then it was the one evening to unplug, instead of having a single evening to plug in. They would gather, again at the Egg or the town hall, and break out board games. They had a staggering collection of these, many of which I had never heard of, coming in all forms of complexity or simplicity, long or short, competitive or, to my surprise, involving levels of team-work. Some of these games looked mass produced, some appeared to have been assembled by hand by the locals, using hand-painted cardboard and various cards and wooden or metal pieces cobbled together from other games.

It made for a louder, more raucous time than our evenings in Cameron’s guest house. I personally missed watching the guys play the various virtual reality world shooting games, but I got the impression the overall feeling in our group was in preference to the party’s in this little town.

Sundays none of them went to church, not even to hear Heather talk about the universal soul or anything like that. I gathered that speech was mostly reserved for newcomers, or perhaps for major holidays. Instead the locals spent Sunday in actual rest, often making it a point to sleep in or stay indoors or just not to work.

On that Sunday I asked Amy about it. “This is our church,” she said.

“How so?”

“The Common Security Club. It started as our ‘church’ quote-unquote. A lot of us were going to church, but ever since the midterm election riot, you remember, ever since that all the churches have just been ‘vote Nationalist’ and ‘kill the fags’ and ‘we have to go to war with Russia to have energy security and that’s what God wants.’ They got all political. At least the ones around here did, the ones some of us were going to. So some of us got together and started doing this instead.”

“Doing what, exactly?”

“Building this. The barns and horticulture and the workshops and wind turbines and solar panels. We decided to get together and start preparing for the day when we didn’t have energy security.”

“You never thought the war with Russia could be won?”

“Did you?”

“I assumed so, but I was more concerned there might be a nuclear exchange.”

“And you were right to be,” Amy smiled. “But you know, even without nukes, starting a land war in Asia is considered a classic blunder for a reason, right?”

“I guess so.”

“Yeah, so if you can’t have energy security or job security or housing security, you can at least have common security. Look out for each other. It’s all just sort of grown from there over the years. You guys could be part of it too, if you wanted.”

“Oh yeah?”

“I know you’re going out west, but if you reconsidered, if you wanted to stay here permanently, or on a more long term basis,” she shrugged. “I’m sure everyone would be fine with that.”

“Thank you. I appreciate that.”

“You’re going to stick with Kris though, aren’t you?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Of course you are. Jenn already made the offer to her, but she said you guys had an obligation to deliver this armored truck.”

“I think we do, yeah.”

“Yeah. Well, the offer’s there if you change your mind.”

“Thank you.”

The next day, that Monday, the zombie horde showed up.

Shouting and people running by had a bunch of us dashing out of whatever shop or house we were in to head toward the front of town. A group, including the law mayor Phil and our own law officer, Austin, stood just inside the main gate. There was a crowd beyond. I rushed forward to see exactly what was happening.

Gathered in front of the chainlink, packed in but not quite pressing against it, as least not yet, was a crowd of about fifty people. Many of them appeared to be in some stage of GTV infection. For some this just looked like a rash or chickenpox. Others looked swollen, as if by an allergic reaction. A few worst cases had lost all their hair and bloated up to the point where their face was unrecognizable. Within the crowd there was also the family or friends of these victims, often holding them up, supporting their weight between two of them, or even carrying them on stretchers.

It was mean to think of them as zombies, and I quashed the thought. The only thing they had in common with zombies was a certain slow, persistent desperation.

“I am sorry,” Phil was saying, “but we simply can’t.”

“Please.” The man up front speaking might have been chosen as the spokesmen; there could not have been a more worthy case. He was carrying in his arms a little girl in the early stages. She looked to be asleep, or past out, and was wearing a little blue baby doll dress and ribbons in her hair. She looked like an angel who crashed into poison ivy. “Please. I’ll pay anything you want.”

“That’s not it sir, we can’t,” Phil caught himself, looked up, and spoke louder for the whole crowd, “we cannot let you in. We simply don’t have the capability to shelter this many people.”

“You don’t have to shelter us,” a woman in the early stages of infection said. “Just please, give us the cure. We’ll sleep outside. Just give us tents or, or blankets, we don’t care.”

“Ma’am, no, please,” Phil’s voice grew weak under a barrage of calls from the crowd.

“What’s going on?” Rachel came running up next to Phil, moving at top speed yet looking hearty and showing no sign of being out of breath.

“GTV victims,” Phil said. “They want the cure.”

She hesitated as she looked to the crowd. “It’s not ours to give away.”

“Ma’am,” Austin came up beside the mayor, turning away from the crowd to speak with her in a low voice. “We’ve got snipers in position. If you . . .”

“What?”

“Logan, and Madison and Mason. They’ve got us covered.”

“This isn’t an invasion Mr. Riddle.”

“I just wanted you to know, just in case.”

The mayor blew out her breath in a long sigh, then turned back to the crowd. “Okay, folks, listen. Please, everyone, listen up. Okay. Now, we do not have enough room to house all of you.”

“We don’t care about that! We’re just asking for the medicine.”

“Please, it’s all we ask.”

“Now, hold on, okay,” Phil held up his hands. “Now, the cure is not ours to give away, it belongs . . .”

“Whose is it?” The man in front asked, followed by a cacophony of questions and beseeching from the crowd that drowned out everything.

More Vineyarders, as well as some of our own group, arrived, swelling our little crowd almost to match the one outside. Jake and Charlotte jostled their way forward next to me.

“You!” someone jammed a hand through a gap in the chainlink to point at Jake. “You, sir, you got cured, didn’t you?”

“Excuse me?”

“They gave you the plague cure, right?”

Jake looked around at us with sudden surprise. “I, um, yes.”

“How come he got the cure?” Another cacophonous uprising, So far there had been no zombie-like surge on the gate, but that slow desperation was definitely gaining momentum.

“This is why you might want snipers,” Austin whispered to the mayor.

“I don’t, geez,” Rachel shooed him away.

“What’s happening?” Jennifer and Kris now arrived as well.

Rachel saw Kris, then turned to the crowd again. “Everyone, if you could just be patient a moment. Everyone. Thank you.” Without waiting for any response she turned to face Kris. “They’re asking for the cure.”

“The anti-viral?” Kris peered around to get another look at the crowd. “Okay.”

Rachel just stared back at this reply.

“Do you not want to give it to them?” Kris asked.

“It’s not my call. You’re the ones with the cure.”

Kris grimaced as she considered this, then took another look at the crowd. “I don’t think it’s really ours either.”

“It’s ours as much as anyone’s,” I said, “but you’re our leader. It’s your call.”

She looked at me, looked at the crowd, looked about at those around her. Then she began gesturing for members of our group, whoever was present, to gather around. She got us moved away from the gate, the townspeople obscuring us from the view of the mob outside. There were ten of us present.

“So,” Kris said in a low voice, “I’m inclined to help these people. Does anybody have a good reason we shouldn’t.”

“I’m in favor,” Charlotte said. “How could I not be?”

“Me too,” Jake said.

“We only have so much of this cure,” Austin blurted this out, then hesitated, looking around at us. “Do you know how many doses we have, exactly?”

“For the stage one it’s more than a thousand.”

“But it’s a lot less for the later stage doses,” Veronica said, “and either way it’s gonna put a dent in our supply. What happens if we get to the west coast and there’s a whole lot more people out there dying of GTV? We’ll have killed them to save these people. We’ll have killed people helping the Resistance in favor of,” she gestured toward the gate, “of whatever these people are doing.”

Kris considered this, shooting a few more glances toward the infected crowd. “Did I ever tell you why I got an abortion, despite all the risks?” She turned her gaze to direct this question at Veronica.

“Uh,” the other woman could only stare.

“Because I wasn’t going to sacrifice a real life in front of me for a hypothetical one.” With that Kris was marching back toward the front of the crowd.

“I’m not sure that’s quite analogous,” Crazy Ian said, but his words were lost as we were all pulled along in Kris’ wake.

“We’ll help these people,” she told Rachel. “Can I use the clinic to evaluate each case?”

The major grimaced as she considered this. “If Doctor Latch is okay with it. That still doesn’t solve where we’re going to put them all.”

“The ones with stage one can be outpatients. We’ll give them a shot and tell them to come back in a week.”

“Some of these people may have traveled pretty far to get here.”

“Well they’ll have to figure that part out themselves. Can you find a spot to house the more serious cases?”

“Previously we’d used the rooms you and your people are in.”

“We’ll give those up.”

“Andrew might have some partly renovated rooms you could use instead,” Phil said.

The mayor sighed. “You’re sure about this?” she asked Kris.

“Yes. We’ve decided.”

“Okay then. Phil, get someone over to the clinic to have them start setting up.”

“Everyone,” Kris stepped forward to stand right in front of the gate, within arm’s reach of those on the other side. “Everyone. All of you, everyone suffering from the Genetic Toxin Virus. We have a treatment that we will distribute to you.”

“Oh, thank you, thank you,” the man with his daughter in his arms said.

“Bless you.”

“Thank God. Thank you, this you . . .”

“We will help you,” Kris raised her voice above the outpouring. “We will help you on one condition.”

Everyone fell silent, even on our side, waiting to hear what this was.

“We will help you as long as you agree to never mention us to anyone.” She paused to let that sink in. “Never tell anybody who it was that cured you, or how. You can tell people it was a miracle or a spontaneous remission or that you bought a cure off some traveling carnival if you want. Or don’t tell them you were ever sick to begin with. But never tell anybody about me, or my people, or how you came here to get cured.”

There was a bit of shock at this request, and everyone just stared.

“Can you do that for me?”

“Yes,” the man up front said. “Yes, sure, whatever you like.”

“Alright then, let’s do this.”

She started away herself toward the clinic. Rachel stepped forward, paused, then turned to Phil and Austin. “Let’s start letting these people in. Tell the snipers to stay where they are. Just in case.”

*     *     *

From the outside, the Vineyards seemed like it would have a lot of room. Much like at Fountain Gardens, there were more structures and more living space than people. The problem was that it had been a lot warmer when we were at Fountain Gardens, and the supply of heated buildings was at a premium.

So far the Fischers had been staying with their refugee apprentices at the half built dorms, Grant scored a room above the machine shop where he was helping, and Lucas as always was in the Beast. The rest of us were splitting a few apartments in a building at the back end that only got electricity every third day. Ironically now that building would be getting a much bigger power ration, since it would house the worst of the infected while we found places elsewhere.

In th end the Alfas crammed into the single furnished ‘inn’ room at the Great Egg, leaving the rest of us to roll out sleeping bags on the floor of some spare room in the town hall.

In truth, it was a building that always had power and heat. I wished we’d been staying there the whole time.

Still, as before, I was never ‘home’ much. I spent as much time as I could helping out Kris in the clinic, which of course had good heating, or at the end of the bar in the Egg, which did not always get power but did have a substantial hearth.

I was by now an expert on identifying the stages of the Genetic Toxic Virus. I helped sort people, having some wait in line for a single shot, which I administered, while relegating others to the beds at the clinic, and sending the worse cases across to the ‘hospice’ rooms where Kris was half the time.

After the initial surge at the gate a steady trickle of people continued to arrive over the next couple days. Despite Kris’ request it sounded like word was spreading and anybody still suffering from the disease within every nearby county had undertaken the journey. I put thoughts of the implications out of my head to concentrate on sorting patients.

Wednesday itself marked the Winter Solstice, which, I discovered, was a high holy day around here. Apparently the whole town was off for the day, and I found a much larger crowd gathered at the Egg when I headed over for breakfast.

From the end of the bar I watched a group of women, including Jennifer, Amy, Heather, and Megan, decorate the place with wreaths and shiny ornaments hung from ceiling rafters. All of these women were today dressed in long velvet gowns with flowers or vines or celestial symbols embroidered on them. The lead among them, a woman named Alicia, wore her bright white hair in a braid that reached down past her knees, and had some kind of laurel placed atop her head.

When Andrew, the innkeeper/bartender, came down to check on me, I nodded toward the decoration. “So, what is this all about?”

“What is which all about?”

“The Winter Solstice Day whatever. This holiday.”

“Oh, I don’t know. It’s the solstice, returning of light and all that.” He laughed, a forced sort of chuckle. 

“I mean, what do you guys do to celebrate the solstice?”

“Take the day off, man.” Another chuckle. 

“Is that all? Are there presents and Santa or anything?”

“Not really. There’s a big feast. Music. Dancing over in the town hall. Big party.” This chuckle elongated until it became a more sustained laugh. I had learned long before that Andrew was the kind of guy that chuckled after most everything he said, almost as a form of punctuation, and without any apparent concern whether or not anybody else was laughing as well.

“Do they always wait until the day of to decorate?” I asked.

“Oh those ‘ll be up for a while. Thirteen nights, actually.”

“Do you decorate the whole town like that?”

“Mostly. The witches do a lot of it,” he laughed. “They have their own thing going for the solstice, if you’re into that kind of stuff.”

“The witches?”

He nodded and pointed toward the women in the long dresses setting up decorations.

I watched them work, then turned back to Andrew. “They’re witches?”

“You have something against witches?”

“No, not at all.”

“My wife’s one, ya know.” He laughed again as he nodded to Megan.

“I just,” glancing down it occurred to me that Heather, the ‘spiritual mayor’ who had given the whole religious spiel when we arrived, was also a witch. “I thought you all were in to that whole ‘universal soul’ thing.”

“Sure. We can be witches too. Or Christians. The universal soul is compatible with most religions.”

“Huh,” I said, still watching the decorating work.

“Compatible with Muslims,” Andrew laughed. “Buddhists. Native American stuff. Whatever ya like.”

“So,” I turned back to him, “what do the witches do to celebrate the solstice? Besides decorate?”

“I think they mostly hold a seance or something and get high,” he laughed at this. “Trip out and try to talk to spirits. I don’t know, it’s not really my thing.”

“Do they not let men join?”

“Oh no, men can join. Just, some stuff is women only. You interested in getting high?” He let out a more substantial laugh. I just shook my head in response. “Now’s the time to do it. Winter Solstice time is when they induct new members.”

“So, do you not celebrate Christmas here?”

“Oh, we celebrate Christmas, for sure. We just do it the right time of year.”

“The right time of year?”

He was grinning wildly at this. “We do Christmas on the actual anniversary of Jesus’ birth.”

“When is that?” I sat up a little to ask.

“Springtime.”

I waited for more after his laugh, but he just grinned at me. “Do you not have an exact date?”

“Nobody knows the real date, but the witches have a theory.”

“Okay. What is it?”

“So, they have this theory, about the universal soul. They think we’re born in cycles with the zodiac. So, the first life our soul had would have been an Aries.”

“Aries?”

“Yeah. Aries is the first sign of the zodiac.”

“I didn’t know they were numbered.”

He laughed at this comment. “It’s a cycle. There’s a whole significance to it my wife could explain, but point is, starts with Aries, then Taurus, and so on, around to Pieces, which is the twelfth. Then, according to this theory, the soul gets born again as an Aries and the whole thing repeats. They also think maybe the date of birth advances later in the sign’s span each time, so those first births would have been early in each sign.”

I nodded, seeing now where this was going. Andrew smiled and pressed on. “So Jesus, the last life of the soul, to complete the cycle, would be a Pieces. Born at the end of Pieces’ span. So the day we celebrate Christmas is March 20th.”

“Is that when you do presents and wait up for Santa Claus and everything?”

“We don’t like telling lies to our children.” For once Andrew did not laugh at all after his comment. “We tell them we have to be Santa to each other, and when they’re old enough, they’ll have a turn being Santa to somebody else.”

I smiled at that, thinking it was just the kind of thing Kris would have said. I wanted to go tell it to her right away. With that, however, it occurred to me she was one of the few people who would be stuck working today, still taking care of the plague victims.

I excused myself from Andrew to head over to the clinic. Kris was there, but her caseload had dropped, and she insisted I could head off to whatever festivities there were. I insisted on staying, though she had little for me to do. This stalemate lasted the morning, after which I could no longer avoid or repulse her glare.

She told me Dr. Latch would be taking the evening shift, so I said I would come get her at dinner time and that she was going to come with me then, even if I had to carry her.

With that promise thus extracted, I found myself wandering back to the Egg for the afternoon, where for the first time in years I started day drinking.

The beer at the Egg was a choice of whatever Andrew had most recently brewed himself and whatever he had most recently bought off a delivery truck that swung by on occasion. That truck always had an odd collection of useful items and pointless trinkets for sale, almost a combination of a garage sale and the old instant delivery trucks run by online shopping streams. The truck’s owner, a younger, frenetic man with a half-shaven head, a lot of facial piercings, and a hunting rifle always strapped to his back, was in town that day, sitting at the other end of the bar. He caught me looking his way. I raised my beer to him, whatever IPA he had brought in this week, and took a drink.

Seeing this the young merchant came down to talk to me, which was not what I had intended, but there was no getting out of the conversation now. “Good?” he asked.

“Yeah, this is good.” I turned the bottle around where it sat on the bar. It was green glass with no label, which I already knew.

“I bought it off a mechanic in Columbia. Missouri. He got it off a long-hauler that had broken down and come to him for repairs. Mechanics man, the guys that work the autonomous long-haulers, they get good stuff when those things break down, because the auto-driver whatever directs it to these mechanics, and they come in, and whoever owns ‘em doesn’t wanna pay for repairs or is out of business or something, so they get all this stuff. You need something when you’re out there on the road, look for a mechanic, they can get you the score.”

“We stayed with some autonomous truck mechanics,” I said, recalling fondly now the day we crashed with some Satanists. “They were really helpful, actually.”

“Had quite the experience with this batch though,” the merchant continued his own line of thought. “Get this, so, I call this mechanic I know, in Columbia, says he has ten cases of bear I can buy. Great, I’ll take it. Get out there, I got some trade, some parts he needs to trade for the beer, so go to load it up and bam, only nine cases.”

He emphasized the word ‘bam’ by slamming his own beer down on the bar. “This is last weekend right,” he said, “as those ESIMA weirdos were staring to lock everything down for Sunday. I was anxious to out of there, get back over the river, and this was my last stop. We load up the nine cases and the guy starts looking around, but can’t find the tenth case, doesn’t know what happened to it. So I’m getting antsy as he looks around this whole storehouse he has, can’t find it, wondering if I should just take off, but I paid for ten cases, right, and I don’t want to start re-haggling over how much 3d printer plastic spools a case of beer is worth. So I end up hanging around, helping him search, and we’re there more than an hour, going through all this stuff, until finally, bam, there it is, inside his house, got brought in to his extra fridge accidentally.”

Again he accentuated the ‘bam’ in his story. I took another swig of beer, well aware I would not be getting in a word with this guy, and not really minding either.

“So I get the case, just barely make it out of there, do my other rounds, and now I’m here, and of course festival day going on, so I decide, hey, let’s celebrate, I get Andy here to crack open the cases I sold him. This one,” he pointed to his own bottle of beer, “came from that missing tenth case. I had a theory it would taste sweeter, ya know, that after all that effort finding it and risking getting stuck over there, that it would be somehow better than the rest of the beer.”

I smiled at this. “So does it?”

He looked a little forlorn, settling back on the barstool where he sat. “Not really. I mean, it does, kinda, to me, but it’s all psychological. I mean, I’m all for ‘no man left behind’,” he paused to take a deep pull on his beer. “But, ya know, it’s not a man, it’s just a case of beer. Spending an hour searching for it with that lockdown looming, it was a stupid risk, and I got lucky I made it out. I’m glad we did find it and I got my money’s worth and all, but honestly, looking back, if I had been smart, I would have just left it behind.”

*     *     *

A cold sleet was coming down the next morning when I dashed from the town hall over to the clinic, and it was still coming down late in the afternoon when I sat in a hospice room, watching. The hand-held analog radio, the one Kris had found and been listening to a few days earlier, was still on the table here. I turned it on and tried to tune in to a station. I found more than static but nothing that was clear, like listening to the ghosts of radio stations.

I clicked it off as soon as Kris emerged from the back room. She stared at me, and I had no response.

“Weren’t you gonna be at the clinic?” she asked.

“I just came from there.”

“What’s happening?”

“Nothing. Nobody’s come in today.” I gestured out the window at the weather.

She stood there as if she were catching her breath. “So that’s it. No new cases?”

“None today.”

At last she came and collapsed into a seat next to me.

“You doing okay?” I asked.

“Yeah. I’m tired. Mentally, I’m really tired. I’m not a real doctor you know.”

“Around here you’re as real as it gets. Before you arrived the town doctor was a former pharmacist.”

“You’re about to suggest we could stay here long term?”

I had not been thinking this at all and was caught off guard, stumbling in my reply. “No. I’m just saying that, you know,” I paused and took a slow breath to avoid stuttering. “If you don’t exist and are just a figment of our collective imaginations, then, well, we’ve all imagined you into a doctor, so I suppose that makes you one.”

This got her to smile. She reached over and patted my hand where it lay atop the little radio. “Thank you Greg.”

I didn’t move, and neither did she, and we got to spend a moment frozen just like that.

It was interrupted by the door bursting open and Veronica rushing in, shaking the rain off herself. “You guys better come see this.”

Without offering an explanation she rushed off, forcing us to follow. We ran through the light, cold rain to the main gate.

Once more an army was gathered just outside, except this time it looked like a literal army. Two giant armored personnel carriers, military-grade but painted black, were parked just outside the fence, angled so as to block the entrance. A group of men in military uniforms and body armor stood in front of the vehicles, while more gathered in the cover behind them. Phil, Rachel, and Logan, along with a handful of others, stood on our side of the fence, talking with them.

Before we could cross the parking lot to find out what was happening Austin popped up right in front of us, making an effort to block our path.

“You don’t wanna go over there.”

“What’s going on?” Kris asked.

“They’re looking for you. For all of us.”

“What? Why?” She started to angle as if to go around, but he scooted in front of her again.

“Why do you think? There are warrants for our arrests.”

“How did they find us?”

“Well apparently everyone in a hundred mile radius knows there’s a cure for GTV to be had. It’s a wonder they didn’t get here sooner.”

Kris scowled as she looked over his shoulder again at the scene at the gate. Austin turned to look himself, and as soon as he did Kris took the opportunity to steal passed him.

I rushed along with her, Austin now behind us, as we came up to stand in front of the gate. “What’s going on?” she asked of our people.

“Ma’am,” the police officer on the other side of the gate said, “are you Veronica . . .”

“I wasn’t talking to you.” The bite in Kris’ voice had even me feeling chastised. I did not envy the man on the end of her stare.

“They think we’re harboring federal fugitives,” Logan said.

“You are harboring fugitives,” the police officer said.

“They want to search the premise. Except they don’t have a warrant.”

“We have a warrant.”

“Which they conveniently cannot produce.”

“Is that true?” Kris asked the officer.

“We have a warrant,” the officer leaned back a little, swagger in his voice. “Apprehending escapees from a federal prison is a matter of national security, so all warrants are sealed.”

“So instead they give us this,” Logan held up a piece of paper I had not noticed he was holding.

“What is that?” Kris asked.

“It’s a warrant,” the officer said, “to conduct a search of this premise for the purpose of locating an unregistered medical facility.”

“Unregistered medical facility?”

“Per the law of the Evangelic State all medical facilities are required to register and undergo inspection to be certified abortion-free, contraceptive-free, harmful vaccine-free, and operating in compliance with all religious liberty laws.”

“Except we’re not in the Evangelic State,” Logan said.

“This territory is under martial law. Now I’m going to give you all one last chance to open this gate or we will force it open and arrest everybody we find inside.”

“You don’t look equipped to arrest that many people,” Logan said.

“That’s our concern sir, but if you’re worried about making our lives easier I suggest you cooperate and open this gate.”

“Under whose authority?” Kris asked.

“Ma’am?”

“If we’re under martial law shouldn’t that be the National Guard? You don’t look like the National Guard. Are you with the Global Security Agency?”

The officer sighed and glanced back at his compatriots. They were a large group of annoyed and well-armed men standing in the rain. “No, we are not.”

“What agency are you even from?” I saw a light flare up in Logan’s eyes as he picked up on this line of questioning. “I don’t see any emblems on your vehicles or uniforms.”

“Sir, we are a lawfully constituted force of the Evangelic State of Iowa, Missouri, and Arkansas, Department of Virtue, as recognized . . .”

“Iowa, Missouri, and Arkansas,” Logan said at a shout, his voice barreling over the officer’s. “We’re not in any of those states! You’re out of your jurisdiction.”

“Sir, you are in no position . . .”

“We aren’t in those states,” Logan interrupted again. “This is Illinois. How are you even here? You have no jurisdiction.”

“Sir, there currently is no effective government of Illinois.”

“So that gives you the right to come over here, you,” Logan tossed a hand at them “What even is this Evangelic State? Were they admitted to the Union and I didn’t hear about it.”

“We are a lawfully constituted government under the authority of the states of Missouri, Iowa, and Arkansas, and per executive order of the president we have the authority to apprehend traitors and national security threats wherever they may be, which includes fugitives from federal prison. Now I’m going to give you a minute to think this over and if this gate isn’t opened by then we will have no choice but to use whatever force necessary to serve our warrant.”

With that he turned and, with the other officers, gathered between and behind the two armored vehicles. I took note then of the crowd suppression weapons mounted atop these, ultrasound and microwave based things. Our own armored truck, along with its weapon cache, was in the nearby garage. I half expected Logan to move over there right away. Instead we all gathered up in a little huddle a few feet back from the fence.

“So what do we do?” Rachel asked.

“If we don’t surrender,” Kris said, “they may come in and kill everybody here.”

“No guarantee they don’t do that anyway,” Logan said.

“They’re not gonna kill everybody,” Austin said. “They want to arrest us. They want a trial, at least, a show trial before the execution.”

“That could still sweep up everybody else though,” Logan glanced back at their armored vehicles. “Especially if they’re not sure which of us are part of our group and which are wanted, they might just arrest everybody they can.”

“They have cameras on those APCs,” Austin said. “They probably have a computer with facial recognition software onboard.”

“So if they have any of our pictures they’ll know.”

“They might be processing it right now. Who knows what database they have available out here.”

“Are you guys actually thinking about surrendering yourselves?” Rachel asked.

All of us looked at her. “We won’t let your town be destroyed on account of us,” Kris said. “If that’s what it takes.”

“And this town isn’t going to let it’s welcomed guests get kidnaped by an invading army.”

“Damn right,” Phil said, his voice getting a little too loud for comfort. “The fucking government doesn’t get to abandon us then come in here and start making demands. We have weapons, I saw we resist these fuckers.”

“I don’t think we can let you do that on account of us,” Kris said.

“It’s not on account of you, it’s on account of all of us,” Rachel said. “We’re nothing but collaborators if we let them do this to you.”

“Maybe the best idea is to run,” I said. When they all looked at me I continued. “Like, right now. We get out of here, you guys let them come in and search the place. Keep the armored car safe and we can get it back later.”

“If that’s the plan you might want to . . .”

Rachel never finished this thought, and we were spared making this decision by the arrival of another vehicle. All of us turned to see a plain, black compact car pull up across the street, on the edge of the area cordoned off by the Evangelic State forces.

A woman with short blond hair and a long overcoat got out and came walking forward with a purpose. When she arrived next to the APCs I got a better look at her. She had piercing blue eyes and a mean, thick jaw, which helped make up for her high-pitched voice.

“Who’s in command here?”

“I am,” the original officer said. “Who the hell are you?”

From a coat pocket she produced a mobile with a tiny screen and held this up to the officer. I could not read it from here but could see it was displaying an identification document.

“Agent Jamie Navarro, Global Security Agency. This is my operation now.”

“What the fuck?”

“You gentlemen are out of your jurisdiction.”

“Executive order four-one-three-B expressly allows for the crossing of state lines by any law enforcement for the purpose,” despite an almost hysterical rise in the officer’s voice the agent cut him off.

“We’re all well aware of executive order four-one-three lieutenant,” she said. “But apprehending federal fugitives is a GSA matter. Thank you for your help in locating this place, but we’ve got it from here.”

“We?” The officer looked around. “You hiding someone in that toy car?”

There was a general chuckle from the other officers, but the agent looked unfazed. “I have the situation under control, lieutenant. Pack up your men and head on home.”

“Ma’am, with all due respect,” the officer started to say without any respect at all.

“The GSA has this under control, lieutenant.” Her voice, high at first, was taking on an unexpected baritone edge.

“Frankly ma’am, I don’t see how . . .”

“Lieutenant,” the agent almost shouted to interrupt him. “Do you want my report to note how you and your men refused to cooperate with a GSA agent and interfered with negative consequences in a matter of national security?”

This at last seemed to get his attention. “Not at all ma’am, we’re just . . .”

“No more questions, lieutenant. You’ve done your job and I’ll see that it gets noted to your superiors. Now pack up your men and get back home.”

I realized, watching the officer now, that he was facing a tough decision not unlike the one we were just contemplating. He made it in short order though, signaling his men to move out with a quick arm gesture.

All of us stood there in various states of shock as all the officers and paramilitary troops gathered back in their armored vehicles and headed back for the freeway. It took them several minutes, during which the rain picked up, and all of us, including the GSA agent, continued to stand and stare.

At last, when they were all gone, she turned toward us, and Austin walked forward.

“Jamie. It’s good to see you.”

“Likewise. I heard a rumor you’d gone rogue.”

“It isn’t official?” Austin asked.

“It’s hard to tell what’s official these days.”

“I take it there’s no warrant.”

“Not for yourself.”

“So you know her?” Logan burst in to ask as we all gathered around Austin.

“The contact I mentioned, who got us information on the checkpoints back in Chicago? Who helped shepherd along people making supply runs to the Resistance? Well, Jamie is that contact.”

“You’re with the Resistance then?” Logan asked her.

“I’m with the side that’s against tyranny,” Jamie said. “May I come in, it’s freezing out here.”

I was actually not bothered by the rain, and wondered if I had become inured to the cold the past few weeks. Either way we let her through the gate and reconvened in the town hall. By now others had heard about the confrontation and were gathering there as well, including the rest of our little traveling crew.

“So what exactly was all this about?” Logan asked.

“It’s what it sounds like. There’s a warrant out for the arrest of a trio of fugitives from Spiderhead, allegedly working with Red Cross volunteers to transport themselves, guns, and supplies to the Resistance in the Pacific northwest.”

“A trio?” Kris asked.

“Uh-huh.” She pulled out her mobile and flipped through some screens. “One Veronica Torres, Grant Williams, and Gabriel Ian Short.”

“That’s all?” Logan asked as all of us turned to Kris.

“That and the unidentified Red Cross personnel transporting them.”

“They don’t know you escaped,” I said to Kris.

She shook her head. “Apparently not.”

“You were also a prisoner at Spiderhead?” Jamie asked.

“I was. I escaped with the others.”

“They don’t know about you either,” Logan said to me.

“You were also a prisoner?”

“No. I was a guard,” I glanced around apprehensively. “I helped them escape.”

“Ah,” Jamie nodded. “The report was that several guards were killed in the riot.”

“They think I’m dead?”

“Presumably. They also presumably think you’re dead as well,” she said to Kris.

The members of our group exchanged some glances at this. “Or,” Veronica said, “she never actually existed.”

All of us laughed, and ignored the uncomprehending looks from Jamie and the townsfolk.

“So where does this put us?” Brandon asked. “Are we still in danger?”

“In a word, yes,” Jamie said. “The past six months I’ve helped a lot of people heading west, and I’ve never seen heat like this. Those guy ‘ll be back, and I won’t be able to protect you again.”

“We have to leave then?” Hannah asked, holding her husband’s arm. “I was really starting to like it here.”

“We were trying to wait it out until the New Year,” Logan said. “We’d heard the National Guard was being redeployed for some new offensive in Manchuria, so there would be less checkpoints.”

“There is a new offensive in Asia that’ll be starting soon,” Jamie said, “but any troops taking part in that have already been redeployed. Your chances aren’t going to improve any more than they already have.”

“How much longer can we wait out here?” Brandon asked. Several of us looked at him. “If we wanted to. I don’t know about the rest of you but we’re not eager to move on.”

“Honest answer, I would not wait at all,” Jamie said. “I’d leave tonight. Tomorrow at the latest. Those ESIMA guys do not like the GSA, think we’re part of the deep state or something. My idle threats can’t protect you for long. Or maybe not at all.”

“If we left tonight where would we go?” Logan asked. “Our plan had been to cross at St. Louis and head north from there.”

“Yeah,” Jamie said slowly. “I talked with Austin about this a few weeks ago, and that’s still your best move. They have that warrant with the photos of the three Spiderhead escapees, but they don’t know the rest of you, and they don’t have any GSA facial recognition software at their checkpoints. They don’t have any information on your vehicles either.”

“They were looking for Red Cross people though,” Logan said. “Our documentation says we’re with the Red Cross.”

Jamie sighed, a gesture she did a lot and that seemed to cause her to shrink a little each time. “If you wait until tomorrow I can get you some GSA credentials.”

“Really?” Kris asked. “You’d do that for us?”

“I can and would.”

“Is it a big risk?”

“Everything I do is a big risk at this point.”

“We do appreciate it,” Kris said, her gaze growing stronger, “but that sounds like too blithe a dismissal. Honestly, we’ve already had people who were important to this whole underground railroad or whatever it is get themselves compromised because of us.”

Jamie held up a hand for her to stop, and Kris resettled herself and stared at her, waiting. “I understand, but I was not being blithe. The reason you’ve seen so many people get compromised is not because of what you’re doing. The noose is tightening around all of us. With everything that’s gone wrong the past few years,” she looked away and shook her head. “I don’t suppose any of you keep up on the news regularly?”

“It’s kind of hard to get online these days,” Logan said.

“Just as well. The free news streams are worth less than what you pay for them. But if you happened to have caught any of them they’ve been claiming that all the setbacks were nothing, that China was already defeated and would soon surrender. Ever since this past summer though the tone has shifted, from talking about impending victory to looking for who to blame for what went wrong. I’m sure the directive to find a scapegoat is coming down from the highest levels in the administration.”

“Still,” Kris said, “what does helping us mean for you?”

She folded her arms, looking off into unfocused space. “Nothing that would not happen eventually if I didn’t help. If they don’t uncover me they’ll just pin something else on me.”

“You could come with us, if you want. Escape out west while you have the chance.”

She shook her head and held on to a long pause before saying anything more. “You said you were a prisoner at Spiderhead?”

“I was.”

“And you rescued her? The whole group of them?”

“Me?” She had not looked at me when she spoke. “Yes, I did.”

“Why?”

“Why did I, uh,” I got caught in a stutter, had to stop and reset. “Nobody’s ever asked me that before.”

“I think I know why. I’m just asking to see if you know.”

“I, um, well, I guess,” I glanced at Kris, then turned to face this GSA agent straight on. “Because it was the right thing to do.”

This got a smile out of Jamie. “Did you see what was going on there? The things they were doing to the prisoners?”

“Some of it.”

“Is that why you did what you did?”

“I might not have if the opportunity hadn’t arisen.”

“But it did,” she turned away from me. “You’re a braver and better person that I.”

“I wouldn’t say that. It felt pretty stupid at the time.”

“And in retrospect?”

“I, uh, it was still pretty stupid, but I’m glad I did it.”

Another wane smile. “I was never at Spiderhead, personally, but I was stationed at a similar prison, in upstate New York, back after the last presidential election when they were first being set up. I saw what they did there.” It sounded like she had more to stay but just stopped, still staring into space. “I think,” Jamie looked away, out a window at the persistent rain. “I think the devil won’t need to get very creative when he dreams up a special Hell for me. He’ll just copy what we did at that prison.”

At last she broke her staring contest with something beyond sight and turned to meet Kris’ gaze. “I’m going to remain and help as many people as I can escape before they catch me, and when they do they’ll probably ship me to one of these GSA prisons. It would be a fitting end.”

Nobody had any response to this, leaving us in an awkward silence.

“Well,” Kris said, “if it means anything, you have whatever absolution we can offer.”

Another little smirk. “Thank you.”

“So,” Logan started slowly as he moved to change the subject. “This documentation you can get us?”

“GSA credentials,” Jamie said.

“What does that mean?”

“It means we’d pose as contractors,” Austin said. “Private company working for the GSA.”

“Does that really help us?” Logan looked between the former and current agents. “It sounded like these Evangelic State guys don’t care for any kind of feds. Would they let us through with GSA credentials?”

“They don’t like the agency,” Jamie said, “but they still fear it. Entering with agency credentials will probably get you flagged for monitoring, but they’ll let you into the city and through the I-70 checkpoint. If you move quick and just keep going, get past Columbia, you’ll be in good shape. Get to Kansas City, head up to Omaha, and then it’s a clear shot to the California border.”

“Is there by chance a place we can refuel somewhere in there?” Lucas asked.

“There’s always a catch, isn’t there?” Jamie shook her head. “Your chances aren’t good, any type of fuel is gonna be scarce, diesel in particular.”

“That’s unfortunately what we need.”

“Do we have enough to get us through this Evangelic State?” Logan asked of Lucas. “To Columbia or Kansas City.”

“We can get through St. Louis,” he said with false cheer.

Jamie let out another loud sigh. “I can’t offer you anything beyond Missouri,” she said, “but there is a way to refuel in St. Louis. You’ll need the credentials I’ll provide. The other thing you’ll need is currency.”

“We have that,” Logan said.

“No, I mean local currency. The Evangelic State has been printing its own money and made it illegal to use anything else. You’ll need to find some.”

“Can we not just exchange it somewhere?”

“They tightly control that, and they’ve been cracking down on the black market options, for both currency and fuel. I can put you in touch with some people that might be able to help, but going that way is not without risk. Honestly you’re better off just getting through the city if you can and try to find something beyond Columbia, even maybe if you have to abandon a diesel vehicle and come back with fuel for it later.”

“We’ll take that under advisement,” Logan said. “Thank you.”

“Any of you have a working mobile, or some form of internet access?” Jamie asked.

“We have a connection here they can use,” Rachel, listening on the outskirts, said.

“Good. I’ll get your contact info and send you documents tonight. You’ll need to download them or print them out or something. I’ll also, separately, forward you some information on where you might purchase diesel.” She looked among us, and sighed one more time.

“You sure you don’t want to go with us?” Kris asked.

“I’m sure. I won’t be able to contact you after this. Too risky. Don’t reply to my emails or try to contact me. I’ll do what I can, send what I can, but after that you’re on your own.”

There was some coordination of logistics and some good-byes, and Jamie took Austin aside to speak with him, before at last taking her leave.

Outside it was already dusk as Jamie pulled off in her government-issue mini-car. Standing out in the drizzle we watched her leave. Before I could turn to follow Kris back to the hospice Logan pulled me aside.

I found myself in a little huddle in the entrance to the garage, where our vehicles were currently parked. Beside myself and Logan, the Fischers and Veronica were here, all of us ducking inside the aluminum-siding shed.

“What’s up guys?” I asked.

In response to this I did not get an immediate answer, just some apprehensive glances among the Fischers.

“Are you guys thinking about not continuing with us?”

“No,” Hannah said. “No, it’s not that.”

“We never did manage to get any money wired back home though,” Brandon said. “Maybe this black market contact could help with that.”

“You’re thinking we should try to contact him then? Instead of just pressing on past this whole Esima mess.”

“I think we should,” Logan said, “but if the others don’t think it’s worth the risk than I can accept that. That’s not why we wanted to talk to you.”

“Oh?”

“It’s about Kris.” This was followed by a long pause. “Is she doing alright?”

I was too taken aback to answer this at first. “Uh, yeah. As far as I can tell.”

“You’re not worried about her?”

“In what way?”

Instead of answering Logan turned to the others for help. “We’re worried about her,” Veronica said. “You know how she keeps talking like she doesn’t exist?”

“Yeah.”

“Doesn’t that sound like a cry for help?”

This was such a strange thought to me that I just stood there, staring dumbly, while I processed it. At last I asked, “you think she’s suicidal?”

“I don’t know,” Veronica shook her head. “I’m asking you. You seem to know her best. It’s gone beyond being a joke though, don’t you think?”

“No, I don’t think it’s that. I think it’s a, uh, a philosophy. I think it’s her religion.”

“That’s what I told them,” Logan said. “But have you thought through the implications?”

“How so?”

“Well I’ve been wondering if, you know, if she says that as a way to get us use to her,” he waved his hand, thinking, “to her not existing. To her not being around.”

“So you do think she’s suicidal?”

“No, I think she’s willing to die. I think she expects it. I think she doesn’t expect us to make it out west, or at least all of us to make it. I think it’s her way of saying, you know, if it comes down to it, if we have to make a choice,” Logan trailed off rather than state the conclusion out loud.

I stammered as I tried to respond. “I don’t think that’s what she means by it at all.”

“Why do you think that?” Veronica asked.

“Well, I don’t know, maybe you’re right and I totally didn’t pick up on that undertone. I interpreted it to mean that, er, to be like a reminder, that in the grand scheme, or, you know, to the universe, we don’t matter, we might as well not exist, so we have to make sure we, um, you know, we take the time to provide our own meaning, because there’s no God to do it for us. That’s what I thought.”

“Maybe it means both,” Noah said. “Maybe it means whatever we want it to mean.”

“You don’t think she’s depressed or anything like that though?” Hannah asked.

“No, I don’t. That thought never even occurred to me.”

“Good. That’s what had us worried.”

“There’s plenty of other ways to die,” Logan said, “I think the world will get to us before we can do it ourselves. Remember what I said though,” he added to me. “The day may come when we have to make a choice.”

 

 

 


 

 

 

 

 

Apocrypha

 


 

1

At a crossroads at midnight I met a man who claimed to be the devil. “Why should I believe you are the devil?” I asked him.

“Surely you must believe in the devil,” he said to me, “for if you believe in God you must also believe in the devil.” I told him that I do not believe in God.

“Than I shall convince you,” he said. “There are many reasons you should believe in God.”

“I do not think that is true,” I said, but he carried on.

 

2

The devil’s first argument: “If you live as if God exists, and are wrong, you shall lose nothing in death, but if you are right, you shall be rewarded in heaven. But if you do not believe in God, then when you find God exists you shall suffer infinitely in hell. Surely, no rational person would chose not to believe. If you live as if God does not exist, you better be right!”

In response I said unto the devil: “Those who live as if God exists are living as if Allah does not exist. They are living as if Karma does not exist. They are living as if the version of God known to other sects of Christianity does not exist. You present this argument as if there are only two options, when there are a multitude of religions, and every one of them could make the same mutually contradictory claim you make of Christianity. Your argument is absurd.”

 

3

The devil’s second argument: “Yet the Christian God is the greatest possible being. God is greater than any being we can imagine. Somewhere in the universe there must exist a single greatest being, and any being that exists is greater than one that doesn’t, so therefore God must exist.”

In response I said unto the devil: “That was a word salad that barely made any sense. You are committing circular reasoning. Your first premise is that a greatest possible being must exist, and from that you conclude that a greatest possible being exists, which you name God. There is no reason to accept your first premise, that this greatest being exists, nor is there any reason to believe, if it does exist, that this greatest being takes the form of your Christian God.”

 

4

The devil’s third argument: “Yet the universe, and everything in it, exists. Anything that exists must have a cause, and that cause, God, must exist.”

In response I said unto the devil: “This is no better than your first argument. Your premise is not granted, it is not given that time itself must have a cause that precedes it in time. It is not clear what such an idea even means. Even if I were to agree though, and say, yes, the universe must have a cause, in no way does this prove that cause was your Christian God, or any god known to humans whatsoever.”

 

5

The devil’s fourth argument: “You say there is no proof that the universe has a cause, yet look at how finely tuned it is for our existence. The natural constants of the universe are set in just such a way as to allow for our existence, and that they would have these values by chance is improbably in the extreme. A creator must have been involved to create a universe where we can exist.”

In response I said unto the devil: “How do you know of the chances of natural constants being the values they are? Perhaps there is something that requires the universe to be the way it is. Perhaps there is a natural reason it could not be any other way. Yet even if you are correct and the universe is finely tuned for our existence, you have only asked a question, not made a conclusion. We do not know why the universe is the way it is, but you cannot point to that lack of knowledge and fill it with whatever you wish, then shift the burden of proof to me. Even if I could provide an answer to the questions of why the universe exists as it does, there would still be a question beyond that, and you would promptly retreat into whatever unanswered space was left and arbitrarily fill it with your god.”

 

6

The devil’s fifth argument: “If you are to win this argument, and establish God does not exist, then there can be no objective morality. Yet we know that there is an objective morality, and we know of no natural way that can come from humankind, so it can only have come from outside humankind, and therefore from God.”

In response I said unto the devil: “You assume there can be no objective morals values without God, yet never establish this premise. You have not given me any reason to believe that objective moral values must come from God. Even if we can find no natural cause for moral values, that ignorance does not mean you can assert any God you like into the gap. You fail further though, for we are not so ignorant. Our very nature as a social species provides an adequate, natural source for our innate sense or morality.”

 

7

The devil’s final argument: “You have made many rational cases against me,” he said. “But how then do you explain the existence of believers? There have been countless people throughout history who have had spiritual experiences, who feel they have been touched by God. Are you going to tell all those people that they are wrong?” 

In response I said unto the devil: “I do not need to tell them they are wrong, for they have already done so. While there are many who have had personal experiences of your Christian God, there are also many who have personal experiences of a Muslim God, or a Hindu God, or the Buddha, or who have spiritual experiences related to other religions, or even spiritual experiences not tied to religion at all but instead to artistic creation, passionate love, the wonder of the natural world, or even the sublimeness of everyday life. None of these testimonies prove any of these religions by themselves, for if they did they would prove correct every contradictory religion that has ever been. In fact it is possible no spiritual experiences has ever provided anyone with any truth, for eye witness accounts are often false, and our perceptions are constrained by cognitive biases and our malleable mental states. As important as these experiences may be to any one person, by themselves they can prove nothing.” 
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After that the devil sulked as if he had lost a fiddling contest. “I suppose there is no convincing you to believe in God.”

In response I asked of the devil: “why do you want to convince me of such a thing to begin with? Is not the greatest act of the devil convincing everyone he does not exist?”

To which the devil replied: “why should I ever want to do such a thing? This is the idea of those who believe humanity to be inherently evil, who believe that only the threat of punishment keeps all people from immediately turning to the most base and vile pursuits. In truth, the great majority of humanity favors love by nature; people must be taught to hate. And what better way to teach hate then to convince some they are part of an in-group that is righteous and just, and to teach them to oppose an out-group that is wicked and debased. If nobody were to believe I exist, how would anyone ever come to judge each other and condemn each other?”

“Are you not worried though,” I asked of the devil, “that spreading belief in a loving god will in turn spread love.”

To which the devil laughed. “How’s that working out for ya? Look to the believers around you and answer me that question. Look to those rich among you who flaunt their wealth as a sign of God’s favor, who mark fame and opulence as part of their faith. These are not the acts of a religion based on humility and charity. They are the acts of a religion based on corruption and greed.

“Look to the churches among you that have perpetuated physical and sexual abuse, often of children. Look to how they cover up these acts, allow the perpetrators to escape justice while retaliating against the victims, and look how these churches continue on like this for years without reform or recompense. These are not the acts of a religion based on peace. They are the acts of a religion based on violence.

“Look to those faithful among you who embrace conspiracy theories and pseudo-science, who revel in right-wing propaganda. Look to how they support politicians who confirm them in their venal self-aggrandizement and placate their base delusions. These are not the acts of a religion based on truth and wisdom. They are the acts of a religion based on ignorance and lies.

“Look to those politicians themselves, who wrap themselves in Christian faith even as they commit acts of the utmost evil. Look how they round up those with different colored skin into death camps to be starved, rip children away from their parents, torture and mutilate queer people, and imprison any other who dare believe differently. These are not the acts of a religion based on love and kindness. They are the acts of a religion based on hatred and cruelty.”
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The devil’s final words: “No, I would not want to convince the world I do not exist. I should rather like to convince as many as I can to join this Christian faith. I should like that very much.”

With that, the devil parted, and I was left lost, wondering, if Christ has become a symbol of vice and wickedness, where in this world can there be found virtue.

 

 


I was riding in the back of the Beast, in the sniper position Logan had created, while we waited at the big checkpoint. Out the back I could see the supports of the suspension bridge we now sat on. If I went up front there was a view of the Gateway Arch, but I had not gotten up, instead just laying there feeling anxious and trying to stay on alert.

The previous night Kris had approached me, just as I was about to head to bed, carrying a small, spiral notebook. She had taken my hand, held it up, and gently set this upon it. “I’m all done,” she told me. “This is all you get.”

I had just stared at her, confused, then flipped open the notebook. It was filled with small hand-written print. When I looked back up Kris flashed a smile and walked away.

I read her next chapter right away, and would have continued, staying up way too late, if Logan had not arrived to turn in as well. I had casually stuffed the notebook in my pant pocket next to the letters and then gone to sleep myself.

Now I wanted to take the chance, as we waited, to read more, but Logan was again sitting nearby. It had been decided that nobody who was at the standoff with the Evangelic State police at the Vineyards gate, and so might be recognized by their officers, should be in the armored truck. Alana and Hannah were taking that, leaving a bunch of us to hide in the cramped back of the Beast.

We had gotten the GSA credentials emailed from Jamie the night before and taken off from the Vineyards first thing in the morning. From there it was a short drive to the bridge, and briefly Logan has expressed hope of meeting up with the contact Jamie had provided, procuring some diesel fuel, and being out of the city before dark.

Unfortunately we had now been in line over an hour and outside it had started to snow. It had began as brief little flurries when we started off that morning, but now it was coming down in earnest, with big heavy flakes reducing visibility. I could make out almost nothing of the east side of the river.

Behind us I looked back at the Fischers, in their pickup, and Jake’s rover beyond. Both were obscured by the thickening snowfall, but I could imagine the tension they were feeling as they sat idling. I could certainly feel the tension around me in the Beast.

“This cannot be good,” Logan said, not for the first time. I watched him pace back up front to loom over Lucas and Austin in the front seats and peer out the window. Our armored truck right in front of us blocked the view forward, but a few times already Logan had gotten out while we were stopped to look up ahead. It was still not clear what the hold up was, but we could imagine the thorough scrutiny each vehicle was receiving. It made it seem impossible we would get through, but we were already on the bridge, unable to get to the opposite direction lanes. Turning around now would draw even more attention.

“How are we on fuel?” Logan asked.

“No more than the last time you asked,” Lucas said without turning around.

At first he did not reply to this, but I could tell Logan would need to bleed off some more pressure soon. “How are the others doing?” he asked.

“I have no idea.”

“I’m gonna go check on them.”

“Ah,” from where she sat at the little table behind him, Veronica shot to her feet. “I’ll go check on them,” she stepped forward to block Logan from the side door. “You need to sit down and calm yourself.”

Logan said nothing, just standing and watching as she left, slamming the door quickly yet still letting in a gust of snow. After that Logan came back and again sat down on the rear fold out bed, between me and Crazy Ian. The two of them sat twisted around to stare out the back window.

Somewhere behind us something happened that had somebody honking their horn, rapidly and repeatedly. Someone else responded with a long, continuous blare, and this in turn set off a whole series of horns in different pitches and durations.

“Who are all these people?” Crazy Ian asked, reflecting my own thoughts as well.

“It’s the holiday travel,” Logan said. “We should have thought of that. Everyone trying to get home for Christmas.”

“I’m surprised so many people can still afford to travel.”

“I’m sure they’re making an exception for this weekend.”

I sat up some to look back myself. As far back as we could see the line of cars stretched, probably even spilling off the bridge.

I glanced forward as well, to where Kris sat with Grant at the little table in front, both of them looking withdrawn in their own thoughts.

“Guys?” I asked of Logan and Ian. “Do you know what ‘apocrypha’ means?”

“Apocrypha?” Logan repeated the word. “Like, apocryphal?”

“I guess.”

“The apocrypha,” Ian said, “are the books written by the devil.”

“What?” Logan asked.

“Yeah,” he smiled. “They’re like the unholy, evil version of the bible.”

“Actually,” Kris’ voice cut into our conversation like a beam of light. “They’re just the books that didn’t make it into the bible.”

“I’m still confused,” Logan said.

“In early Christianity there was no bible. Different groups had different writings they collected. There were a bunch of different gospels, for example, besides the four that eventually got included.”

“There were more than four gospels?” Lucas turned to ask.

“A lot more, and some of them are pretty weird. The Gnostics had all kinds of weird writing. There was this poem, for example, called ‘Thunder, Perfect Mind’ that talks about a female Christian god, stuff like that. A lot of the apocrypha were still regarded as holy, they just weren’t official canon. It wasn’t until later that apocrypha came to mean something was of questionable authenticity.”

“So wait,” Logan said. “What do you mean there was no bible in Christianity?”

“I mean there was no set, definitive version. There still isn’t. Orthodox sects may use different versions than Protestants. The King James bible didn’t exist until King James commissioned it in the seventeenth century. Even then, it had three sections, with the apocrypha inserted between the old and new testaments.”

Logan just stared blankly at this apparent revelation. Up front it got a smile from Grant. “Learn something new every day, huh.”

“So why do you ask, Greg?” Crazy Ian turned back to me.

“I just heard the word the other day, I think from one of those Vineyard witch ladies, and I was wondering what it meant.”

That, of course, was not true, so to avoid further discussion I turned back to the window. Nobody else had a response, so the whole cabin of the Beast fell silent, as if conversation was dampened by the snow fall. Logan moved back and forth a few more times between the front and the back, not saying anything more.

It was midmorning in the middle of a white-out when we reached the front of the line. I was not even aware we were close, let alone at the front, when all of a sudden we were moving. A strange fear gripped me from this unexpected development. Out the window I watched as we rolled through the checkpoint, an armed man in military fatigues waving us. 

I stood up for a better view, but it was just snow out the front windshield. “What happened?” I asked.

“We got waved through,” Veronica said, which did not quite answer my question.

I moved to the front of the RV. Outside I could just barely see the city skyline, lit up through the storm. A short ways ahead buildings loomed on either side of the freeway.

As we entered the city we passed, on our right, what had once been a major league baseball stadium. The side facing the freeway was solid brick. Along this wall, hung from the top such that they were on perfect display for those on the freeway, was a series of bodies. They hung from nooses, arms tied behind their backs, cloth bags over their heads. Hung with each body was a giant, hand written poster, reminiscent of the ones fans once waved for their team inside the stadium, in this case proclaiming the apparent crimes of the hanging dead: ‘baby killer’ ‘pornographer’ ‘homosex’ ‘atheist’.

Veronica pointed in wordless surprise, though most of us had already noticed. With snow sticking to the road we rolled past at barely an idle, with plenty of time to take in this macabre scene.

We followed our armored truck onto an exit ramp that curved underneath an arching structure formed by some new, sculpture like building. As soon as we got under this overpass our whole convoy took the chance to pull over.

Stepping out of the Beast, I found myself in a long, low tunnel, capped on either end by blinding white. There was no other traffic around, and the snowfall deadened the world of noise. I stood there, almost mesmerized by the surreal, claustrophobic scene around us.

As others got out I was stirred from this and moved to follow them. Everyone gathering around the armored truck.

Alana, on the driver’s side, rolled down the window as we approached. She had a smirking grin on her face.

“What happened?” Logan, the first to arrive, asked.

“They just waved us on through. We showed them the credentials Jamie got us and it was all ‘yes ma’am, good day ma’am, merry Christmas ma’am’ and we were on our way.”

“We told them you were with us,” Hannah said. She had rolled down her window as well to accommodate those gathered on that side of the truck in this awkwardly arranged conversation. “They didn’t even question it, they just saw the GSA label and let us pass.”

“Jamie comes through,” Austin said, grinning himself now.

“So why are we stopped?” Grant, standing next to me, asked.

Nobody answered this at first. “We didn’t know where we were going next,” Alana said.

This just prompted more hesitation, all of us standing out there shivering while snowfall accumulated at either end of our little false shelter.

“How’s the truck for charge?” Logan asked. In reply Alana gave him a thumbs up. “We’re on fumes ourselves. How about the pickup?” He turned to look around, finding the Fischer brothers standing on the other side of the truck, huddling against the cold. “How you guys on fuel?”

“Less than a quarter tank,” Noah said, “but the low-fuel light isn’t on yet.”

Logan sighed and looked around at all of us again. “So we got through, but we’re behind schedule. Is it worth it to stay here and try to find fuel, or do we get the fuck out of town?”

“So that’s the bad news,” Alana said. “The guy at the checkpoint said they’re shutting down the I-70 because of the storm. Checkpoint closed.”

“I was gonna say,” Austin said, “we’re not going much further in this storm.”

“Even without the storm,” Lucas said, “I don’t think we have enough fuel for another long checkpoint line.”

“So we’re stuck in the city for now,” Logan nodded and turned to Austin. “Do you think we should try that contact that Jamie gave us, the supposed fuel hook up?”

“Given what we saw on the highway back there,” Veronica said, still looking pale from the sighting of the bodies hung from the stadium, “I say we get out of the city as soon as possible, even if we have to abandon the Beast. Use side streets to get past the checkpoint or something.”

“Guys,” Hannah said, “I don’t think we should be trying to go anywhere in this storm.”

“Agreed,” Austin said. “It seems to me that since the GSA documents Jamie got us worked great her fuel contact is at least worth a shot.”

“Good point,” Logan said. “Why don’t some of us take the truck and find this place, get a look. Everyone else can wait here, preserve fuel.”

By ‘some of us’ he meant those of us who usually rode in the armored truck. We resorted ourselves, with Logan once more driving the truck, myself riding shotgun, Kris and Austin in the back.

“Do you know where you’re going?” Kris asked him.

“I wrote it down.” He produced some paper with scribbled directions.

The drive took us down a central street running parallel to a park. I caught a glimpse of the Gateway Arch behind us, lit up by big ground spot lights that made it visible through breaks in the snowfall.

From there we drove north a few blocks, away from this well lit and blank street and into a darker area of downtown. There were no traffic lights here, and almost no working streetlights. My apprehension about the worsening severity of the storm was replaced with apprehension about the quality of this neighborhood.

Our directions led us ultimately to an auto-cab garage. It was an old parking structure, its upper levels now an elaborate maintenance facility and spare part warehouse. Crumbling segments of tacked on drywall and clear plastic covers were all that separated the structure from its former open air state. Near the entrance was the main office. It looked more like a convenience store, with a small parking lot and gas pumps out front. Bright lights blazing out of its windows, and through the plastic coverings on the garage levels above, made the structure shine through the thick storm.

After pulling in and parking Logan paused to look at us. “Austin, you maybe wanna stay here and keep the engine running.”

“It’s electric.”

“Right. I mean wait here and be ready to drive out quickly.”

“Yeah, alright.”

I headed in with Kris and Logan, leaving my rifle behind but letting my coat hang open to display the sidearm on my hip.

Inside the place really was a convenience store. The fridges were well stocked with soda cans, but the beer section was empty. Likewise the little aisles still had racks of trucker hats and cheap headphones, but all the food items and batteries were gone.

There were a few people lingering among the shelves, I suspect just to be out of the storm. Behind the counter was a heavy set man with a thick grey beard and thick round glasses. Sitting right out on the counter was a shotgun that he kept one hand on at all times.

“I help you folks?”

“Yes,” Logan walked right up to the counter. “I’m looking for a Mr. North or a Ms. Ruby?”

There was a long pause while the man regarded us. “Who sent you?”

“The witch doctor.”

The clerk, who I presumed was the titular Mr. North, or at least going by that name, looked among us, examining our faces. “She’s got some balls, that one,” Mr. North seemed to speak to nobody in particular.

“I’ll say,” Logan nodded.

“What is it you folks want?” Mr. North asked.

“Candy.”

“Chocolate?”

Logan shook his head. “Sugarcane.”

Mr. North looked outside at the gathering storm. “Of course, everyone wants the pure stuff these days.”

I had not been privy to the explanation of code words and began to wonder if the phrase ‘she’s got balls’ meant something beyond the colloquialism.

“Can you help us?” Logan asked.

Mr. North leaned to the side to look passed us, toward a couple men lingering near the soda machine. “Alright you guys, it’s time to clear out.”

They shot evil looks at all of us. “Go on,” Mr. North said. “You know the drill.”

One of them headed right for the exit at a quick pace. The other lingered, eyeing us the entire walk. Mr. North returned his stare all the way until he had walked outside.

Looking around I noted there was still another person in here, a petite older woman sitting on a chair toward the back. Mr. North ignored her as he turned back to us.

“You folks got coin?”

“We do,” Logan said.

“What kind?”

“Kind? We have cash. U.S. dollars. Or gold coins.”

“Shit, man. Didn’t she tell you anything? You need local ration coupons.”

“She told us you might be able to help out there too.”

“God damn, what am I, Santa Clause?”

“You do kind of look like him,” Kris said. This got her incredulous stares not only from Mr. North but also Logan. She returned them though with that defiant look of her own. “You do. It’s charming. I bet you get asked to play him, for malls or stores and stuff.” She leaned over the counter some and smiled.

As usual, Kris won the staring contest after just a few seconds. Mr. North broke out in a broad smile and continued in a lower voice. “Well I’m not Santa, and I’m not here to hand out presents. They’ve got this Department of Cornucopia now, they come around, enforce rationing. They take measurements, they know if any fuel is missing. I have to have coupons, balance the books.”

“Do they actually call it the Department of Cornucopia?” Logan asked.

“My friend, that ain’t even close to the strangest thing. But like I say, they’re cracking down. I couldn’t get you much anyway, and I can’t get you any if I don’t have the ration coupons to show for it.”

“So where can we get these ration coupons?”

“There’s your bigger problem. Might be easier just to steal some fuel. The churches control the rationing, and they only issue coupons to their most pious members.”

“The churches?”

“The Word of Faith congregation is the main one, along with a council of a few others. God’s chosen. Prosperity gospel bullshit. They’re the ones running this so-called Evangelic State operation. Headquartered downtown, taken over the Old Courthouse and Union Square.”

Logan leaned forward, bracing his arms on the counter even as he looked away in thought. “So only these pious members get the coupons, which they turn in for fuel? What do you do with the coupons after that? Do they work like currency, or what?”

“Not so much. The Department comes around and collects ‘em and might give you something in exchange, if your books all add up. Or not. If your books don’t add up, not enough coupons, or they catch you with too many, then boom, confiscated, licence revoked, charges filed.”

“So we have no options?” Kris asked.

“Short of armed robbery, no.”

“That’s an odd thing for a store owner to suggest,” Logan said.

He eyed us, his grip on the shotgun tightening. “I wouldn’t be trying anything if I were you.”

Logan held up a hand to prevent him from continuing. “Don’t worry, we’re not stupid enough to start attacking our allies. But seriously, there’s absolutely nobody we could talk to who maybe, I don’t know,” he lowered his voice, “deals in these rationing coupons?”

“No. All been busted. Whole things gotten too risky now, even by my standards. I don’t know anybody who can help you.”

“Hmmm,” Logan sighed and drummed his fingers on the countertop a few times, glancing at the storm outside. “How about this, do you know any safe place we can wait out this storm?”

“I wish I did, I really do. Safe-houses been shut down or packed up as well.”

“Hold up,” we were interrupted by a high whistling voice. From the back of the room the old woman who had been sitting there was now hobbling toward us. She had a cane and was dressed in ratty old sweaters and hoodies layered haphazardly atop each other.

Mr. North held up a hand toward us, as if to get us to hold our positions. All of us just stood there, watching the old woman approach. Logan kept glancing back and forth between her and the shotgun on the counter, wary of the situation.

“Hello.” She arrived to stand in front of us. Hunched over as she was she seemed about half my height. She looked up and about at us with bloodshot eyes.

“Hello,” Kris said at last in reply.

“Uh,” Mr. North said. “This is Ms. Ruby.”

“Yes, but I think we’ve had enough of the pseudonyms. Debbie. Or Debs. Or D, but please never Deborah.”

“A pleasure ma’am. I’m Kris.”

“Please, I’m not a ma’am either.” They shook hands, Debs offering out a bone-thin arm with bright red painted nails. “If I may ask you, Kris, are you with the Red Cross?”

This had all of us hesitating. Kris shot glances to either side, at me and then Logan, before seeming to realize that this gesture probably said too much already. “We are, yes. In a way.”

“You aren’t by chance the Red Cross Resistance, are you?”

“The what?” Logan asked.

“Oh, it’s something I’ve seen posted. Supposedly there is a group of Red Cross volunteers traveling west with a cure for the plague. They say these people are healing the sick and helping to feed the poor as well. Supposedly, from the posts I read, they’re heading west to help the Resistance. So they’re called the Red Cross Resistance.”

I noticed Logan clenching his jaw. The question was directed at Kris too, who hesitated at first, but then said, slowly, “we have been called that before.”

“Does that mean you have a cure for that genetic virus?” Debs asked.

Kris nodded slowly. “Yes we do. Do you know somebody who has GTV?”

“My son did. When he went to the hospital and was diagnosed they expelled him from the state. They told me he was unclean because he had sinned. They took all the people with that virus and left them on the other side of the river. But he posted to my social stream, I just saw the post yesterday, he said he had found the Red Cross Resistance and they were giving out the cure and he was recovering.”

Kris’ shoulders slumped a little at this, and Debs caught her reaction. “I’m sorry. Did I say something offensive?” Debs asked.

“No, no, not at all. I just,” she sighed. “I asked everybody we treated not to talk about us. I didn’t want word spreading.”

“How did you know we were,” Logan started to ask in a loud tone, then lowered his voice, even though nobody else was present. “How did you know we were with the Red Cross?”

“It was a guess. Most people who come in here asking for help look like beggars, not like super heroes.”

“You think we look like super heroes?” Kris asked.

“No, but you act like you are. Just my opinion, but you have bravery that comes from confidence and resolve, not from stupidity and overcompensation, which is the more frequent kind of bravery.”

“I don’t know quite what to say to that.”

Debs just gave a broad smile that hid some of her wrinkles while highlighting others. “Do you need a place to stay?”

“We most definitely do,” Kris nodded.

“We have very little to offer, but if you like, there is safety and warmth in numbers.”

Kris glanced between us again. “Whatever you have would be wonderful.”

I noticed Logan grimace a little at this, but Kris ignored him. A minute later we were all out in the armored truck. I sat on the floor in the back so that Debs could have the front seat. 

The drive was less than a block anyway, down to an abandoned building. It looked like it had been hit by a bomb. The south face was sheered away on the bottom three floors, leaving a gaping hole looking in at the interior levels. Rubble and sandbags had been stacked along the gap on the ground floor, creating a crude low, wall.

“Turn here,” Debs said.

“Where?” Logan slowed down but made no motion to actually turn.

“Right here.”

“Where?”

She pointed, then reached across and pointed again. With dawning awareness we all realized she meant for us to turn into the blast hole in the building.

Logan came to a complete stop and leaned forward to look up at the structure. It was not swaying in the wind, as I half expected, but the destruction was enough to leave questions about its stability.

“It’s fine,” Debs said. “If it was going to collapse it would have already.”

“You realize the inherent flaw in that logic, right?” Austin asked.

“Do you want a place to stay or not?”

Logan did not take this as a rhetorical question but instead turned to look at Kris. She met his gaze, then gave one slow nod. He shrugged to himself and made the turn.

The armored truck bounced and rocked as it went over the curb and then through a field of concrete rubble. Through the still persistent snowstorm Logan spotted a gap in the low rubble wall and headed for that. The truck just fit through, emerging into a dark space that may once have been a lobby. The tile floor we were driving on now was clear of rubble. We continued forward and came to a stop in front of a set of escalators.

Already Debs was opening her door. Without comment Kris did as well, and the rest of us moved to follow. Debs lead us forward around the bank of escalators, and as she did I realized we were in a former mall. Or more specifically, the large department store always stuck at one end of a mall.

Ahead we entered an interior corridor that must have once been lined with shops. Most of these were empty, but in some there were camping tents set up, or tarps hung from columns, or wooden leantoos. Elsewhere I spotted little circles of rotten couches, or broken patio furniture, or stools around high top tables made from planks of wood and stacks of cinderblocks.

The corridor was dark, lit only by Logan’s flashlight and some dim light sources ahead. Continuing forward we entered a tall atrium. From here we could look up to the four higher stories and an expansive skylight above. 

All around the perimeter of the atrium, at every level, I could see groups of people, huddled around trash can fires or even open camp fires. The smoke from these left a thin haze through the atrium as it rose to pass out some unseen vent near the top. 

The biggest fire source, and the largest gathering of people, stood at a bank of elevators on one side of the atrium, whose shafts were acting as a chimney. Rubble piled and fitted roughly together in front of each elevator formed a makeshift hearth. 

As we entered I saw a group of people approaching us, dark-skinned and dressed in the same disjointed, cumbersome set of multiple layers as Debs.

“What have you found D?” one of them, a short and stocky woman, asked.

Debs introduced us as the Red Cross Resistance, which garnered enough of a surprised reaction that I don’t think they even heard our names being said afterwards.

“I didn’t think that story was real,” Hailey, the stocky woman, said. She had hair pulled back in thick dreadlocks, and her eyes gleamed behind her glasses

“Neither did I.” Her husband, Darren, was bald, taller, but just as stocky in build. From what I could see of his various layers I guessed he was wearing paraphernalia representing every St. Louis sports franchise. “Either that, or it was real but they, I mean, you guys, would have been arrested by now.”

“We’ve come close a few times,” Kris said. “But what about you? What is this place?”

“It’s,” he shrugged, “home.”

“It’s where we’ve been staying,” Hailey said.

“Who is we?” Kris gestured around at all the little huddles of people.

“Us. Whoever.”

“We’re the dregs of the Evangelic State, apparently,” Darren said.

“What does that mean?” Kris asked.

The couple looked at each other, and at Debs, who provided the answer. “We’ve been declared unclean, by church authorities. The Word of Faith church authorities.”

“Why though?”

“We have committed the most irredeemable of sins.”

“Which is what?”

“Being poor.”

There was a slight pause. “You’re serious?”

Debs offered a wane smile. “Wealth is a sign of God’s favor. Want is a sign of His disfavor. If we pray hard enough and earn God’s forgiveness He’ll signal his pleasure by bestowing wealth upon us.”

“It’s not that simple,” Hailey said. “The Evangelic State has been rounding people up and confiscating their possessions. Initially they were turning over people to the GSA, but from what we’ve heard the GSA isn’t really taking any more prisoners now.”

“How long has this been going on?” Kris asked.

Hailey shrugged. “Year, year and a half. They weren’t the Evangelic State when it started, it was just the Missouri state government. It wasn’t until the inflation last year and the riots that made the legislature flee, that was when these Evangelic State people took over.”

“But they kept rounding people up?”

“Uh-huh. At first it was just, you know, registered Democrats or known liberals, people to blame for the riots that were happening out west, people they claim were helping the, we didn’t call it the Resistence then, but the Resistence, people they could pin charges of treason on. Now it’s anybody the Evangelic State decides is unworthy.”

Debs picked up the story. “Anybody who had the plague got dumped on the other side of the river. People who belong to different religions or who wouldn’t take a loyalty oath got sent out to some prison camps near Springfield and Jefferson City, or just killed.”

“We saw bodies hung from the stadium on the way into the city,” Kris said.

“They use it as an execution grounds now, sometimes,” Hailey said. “The rest of us just got funneled up to the Blights. This part of town. They don’t seem to care what we do as long as we don’t try to leave. They use to have work details. They’d gather up a bunch of us and have us go pave a road or haul bricks in some construction project or shovel snow or whatever. We got some ration coupons at the end of the day. Now we don’t even get those.”

Kris considered this, then turned to the rest of us. “Well if nothing else it sounds like a safe enough place to spend the night.”

“You say they don’t care what you do here?” Logan asked.

“They don’t seem to,” Darren said. “Patrolmen or state troopers use to come by, but I haven’t seen any of them in months.”

Logan paused in thought. “Yeah, okay. Why don’t Austin and I go back and get the others, you two stay here.”

As they left Debs also took her leave, saying she wished to get something to eat. Darren and Hailey took to showing us around. Odd little groups of people huddled around fires, strategically placed either around the atrium or along the perimeter of the building, such that the smoke could be directed outside.

We hiked up some dead escalators to the second level. It was much the same here, but there were far fewer people. Where the floor and walls had been sheered away at the front of the building some rubble piles had been made to provide a sort of lookout point or sniper position.

It felt sad to me the way the couple walked us around, as if giving a tour of a new home they had just bought, struggling to hide their embarrassment at its state. Kris, however, kept up a stream of questions.

“What happened to this building?” she asked.

“You mean how did it get damaged?” Hailey looked around as if seeing this for the first time. “I don’t know. There were some protests that turned violent here during the last election, and again when the Global War started. I assume somebody set off a bomb for some reason.”

“Did you ever consider moving to a more intact building?” Kris asked.

“Around here? Most of those are occupied.”

“By who?”

“People like us,” Hailey shrugged.

“They used to be occupied,” Darren said. “With all the round-ups recently there aren’t as many people around, but we already set up in this building, so I guess we’re sticking to it.”

“For how long?”

“That,” Hailey stopped and looked at Kris, then turned away from her gaze. “I don’t know.”

“Right now we’re just hoping to survive the winter,” Darren said. “Maybe,” he glanced wearily at his wife. “Maybe in the spring we’ll go west, like you folks. I assume you guys are heading west, right? To meet up with the Resistance?”

“That’s been our plan.”

“Going west just sounds dangerous,” Hailey said, “and all the news we hear says there’s still fighting out there. I think we should head to New England. I’ve heard they’re taking in refugees there.”

It took us a moment to realizes she meant this as a question. “Uh, I haven’t heard anything about that,” I said. “Maybe.”

“Either way,” Hailey said, “unless we were planning to walk, I don’t know how we’d get anywhere.” She sighed. “Well, you guys know. We don’t have much in the way of fuel here.”

We returned to the ground floor elevator lobby. There we ran into Debs again. She was at one of the hearths with a large pot. As we approached she began to move a large, flat piece of stone so that it straddled the fire itself.

“Do you need some help?” I rushed over to help her move the stone. Once in place she put the pot on top of it to heat it above the fire. Inside it looked to contain a very thin stew. I stepped back and watched while she put some more pieces of wood onto the fire.

“Are, uh,” I was staring at the pile of wood they had situated near the hearth. “Are you burning pressure treated wood?”

“Some of it might be,” Darren said.

“It gives off some pretty serious toxins when you burn it.”

“We know. We’re kind of running out of options for staying warm.”

“At this point we use whatever we can scrounge up,” Hailey said. “Same goes for the food, unfortunately. Sorry about that.”

I took a few steps back from the fire, holding out one arm to nudge Kris along with me.

“Our group has a stockpile of food,” Kris said. “We could all have some of that when they get back.”

“Oh,” Debs said, “you don’t need to do that. We’re not charity cases.”

“It’s not charity, you’re letting us stay here.”

She seemed to consider this. “Well, let’s see how long the stew lasts.”

As it turned out the stew did not last long enough for the others to get back. People from the outlying groups, the groups with little camps and garbage fires scattered around the mall, started coming by to trade their own thin rations for some of the soup, or just to chat with Debs. A few of them gathered at some card tables nearby, starting into card or dice games or unmarked bottles of alcohol.

All of them were interested in us, or more specifically in the Red Cross Resistance. They had heard strange, outlandish stories, about how we had defeated a squad of GSA agents in a roadside shootout, about how we ourselves were some kind of elite government strike team gone rogue. Some had heard that we were members of the Resistance who had been captured but then broken out of a maximum security GSA prison and absconded with a bunch of weapons and the plague cure. Others had heard we were part of some military special forces unit that had been part of the martial law force in New York but had abandoned our posts to join the Resistance. Hailey had a story about how we were wealthy financiers of the Resistance who had funded a huge food convoy into Louisville to feed people there and had gotten through by bribing top level officials in the GSA and Department of Homeland Security. One man had heard, and seemed to honestly believe, that we were part of the so-called ‘Men in Black’: a top secret government organization tasked with hiding the existence of extraterrestrials, with access to all kinds of weird alien technology.

Kris told them the truth, as much of it as they cared to ask about. The extravagant stories around us made her laugh, but she seemed baffled and a little off put by the fact that such stories were developing. “I don’t know why we would even inspire stories at all,” she said. “All we’ve done is hide and use fake documents to go west, and not even all that far. I think at least three times now we’ve narrowly avoided being captured, mostly by dumb luck.”

“You’ve done more than that,” Debs said. “You’ve cured people of this plague.”

“In a way that was dumb luck too, that the medicine fell into our lap.”

“Yet you chose to use it to help people, freely, rather than horde it or sell it.” Debs herself grew quiet as she spoke, which in turn seemed to create a solemness that emanated out through the little crowd. “You saved my son’s life. And I know I’m not the only one around here you helped. We owe you more than we could ever repay.”

Serious faces all through the crowd were nodding slowly in agreement to this. Kris looked around at all of them, reflecting back an even greater intensity. Then she looked down and pulled her legs up, hugging them to herself.

“Thank you, for that,” she said softly. “But, if I’m being honest, I kind of wish you wouldn’t.”

I could sense a ripple of confusion through the crowd, but they remained quiet as Kris continued. “I told the people that came to us, the one’s who needed the cure, if you really want to repay me, then pretend I never helped you at all.” Again she looked up at the crowd, her voice becoming stronger. “Please, I’m serious. Tell people it was a miracle, that you bought the cure off someone, that the disease just went away. Just don’t tell them I was the one that helped you. More than that, don’t just tell people some other story. Make it your story. I,” she hesitated, paused, looked straight at me, looked off into space. “I don’t exist, and never have. You did it all yourselves.”
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I was sent forth from the power, I have come to those who reflect upon me, and I have been found among those who seek after me.

Look upon me, you who reflect upon me,

and you hearers, hear me.

You who are waiting for me, take me to yourselves and do not banish me from your sight.

Do not be ignorant of me.

 

For I am the first and the last.

I am the honored one and the scorned one.

I am the whore and the holy one.

I am the wife and the virgin.

I am the mother and the daughter.

I am the barren one and many are her sons.

I am she whose wedding is great,

and I have not taken a husband.

I am the midwife and she who does not bear.

I am the solace of my labor pains.

I am the bride and the bridegroom,

and it is my husband who begot me.

But he is the one who begot me before the time on a birthday, and he is my offspring in due time.

 

I am the staff of his power in his youth,

and he is the rod of my old age.

I am the silence that is incomprehensible and the idea whose remembrance is frequent.

I am the voice whose sound is manifold

and the word whose appearance is multiple.

I am the utterance of my name.

 

Why, you who hate me, do you love me,

and hate those who love me?

You who deny me, confess me,

and you who confess me, deny me.

You who tell the truth about me, lie about me, and you who have lied about me, tell the truth about me.

You who know me, be ignorant of me, and those who have not known me, let them know me.

 

For I am knowledge and ignorance.

I am shame and boldness.

I am strength and I am fear.

I am war and peace.

Give heed to me.

 

I am the one who is disgraced and the one who is exalted.

Give heed to my poverty and my wealth.

Do not be arrogant to me when I am cast out upon the earth, among those who are disgraced and in the least places.

 

But I, I am compassionate and I am cruel.

 

Do not hate my obedience

and do not love my self-control.

In my weakness, do not forsake me,

and do not be afraid of my power.

 

For why do you despise my fear

and curse my pride?

But I am she who exists in all fears

and strength in trembling.

I am she who is weak,

and I am well in a pleasant place.

I am senseless and I am wise.

 

Why have you hated me in your counsels?

For I shall be silent among those who are silent, and I shall appear and speak,

 

I am the one who has been hated everywhere

and who has been loved everywhere.

I am the one whom they call Life,

and you have called Death.

I am the one whom they call Law,

and you have called Lawlessness.

I am the one whom you have pursued,

and I am the one whom you have seized.

I am the one whom you have scattered,

and you have gathered me together.

I am the one before whom you have been ashamed,

and you have been shameless to me.

 

I, I am godless,

and I am the one whose God is great.

I am the one whom you have reflected upon,

and you have scorned me.

I am unlearned,

and they learn from me.

I am the one that you have despised,

and you reflect upon me.

I am the one whom you have hidden from,

and you appear to me.

But whenever you hide yourselves,

I myself will appear.

For whenever you appear,

I myself will hide from you.

 

Out of shame, take me to yourselves shamelessly.

Come forward to childhood,

and do not despise it because it is small and it is little.

And do not turn away greatness in some parts from the smallness,

for the greatness are known from the smallness.

 

Why do you curse me and honor me?

You have wounded and you have had mercy.

Do not cast anyone out nor turn anyone away.

 

I am the knowledge of my inquiry,

and the finding of those who seek after me,

and the command of those who ask of me.

I am an alien and a citizen.

 

Those who are close to me have been ignorant of me,

and those who are far away from me are the ones who have known me.

 

I am control and the uncontrollable.

I am the union and the dissolution.

I am the one below,

and they come up to me.

I am the judgment and the acquittal.

I, I am sinless,

and the root of sin derives from me.

I am lust in outward appearance,

and interior self-control.

I am a mute who does not speak,

and great is my multitude of words.

Hear me in gentleness, and learn of me in roughness.

I prepare the bread and my mind within.

I am she who cries out,

and I listen.

 

You honor me and you whisper against me.

You who are vanquished, judge them who vanquish you before they give judgment against you, because the judge and partiality exist in you.

For what is inside of you is what is outside of you, and what fashions you on the outside is what shapes the inside of you; it is visible and it is your garment.

 

I am the hearing that is attainable to everything;

I am the speech that cannot be grasped.

I am the name of the sound

and the sound of the name.

I am the sign of the letter

and the designation of the division.

 

Look then at my words

and all the writings which have been completed.

For many are the pleasant forms which exist in numerous sins,

and inconsistencies,

and disgraceful passions,

and fleeting pleasures,

which men embrace until they become sober.

And they will find me there,

and they will live.

 

 


Outside the storm had partly abated, settling into a steady, persistent snowfall. Visibility was a lot better, but this only revealed how much snow had now accumulated on the streets. It had been over an hour since Logan and Austin left, and I was becoming concerned, keeping a vigil at the lookout post of this community’s second floor, as if that helped anything.

From here I could lean out for a good vantage up and down the street. I could see some light coming from the auto-cab garage where we had met Debs, and in the other direction there were some large, elevated spotlights illuminating some kind of open cargo- or scrap-yard. Both pools of light highlighted the snowfall as a sort of white mist in an otherwise darkened world.

I had no idea how often, if at all, the locals made a point of manning this lookout post, but on that day I found myself there alone, staring out into the snow. I had excused myself from their meal, both because I did not trust the soup and because I did not want to eat into their meager supplies. Instead I went to the lookout post to wait until the others finally arrived.

Being alone here though did give me a chance to read some more of Kris’ writings. Knowing now that this was the end, that she was done, I wanted to savor what was left. I limited myself to only a chapter. Flipping ahead it looked like there were only two more, and they looked good, but I held off, instead going back to staring out at the storm.

When the others did at last arrive they were moving at less than walking speed, inching along the slick roads. I rushed downstairs to help guide Lucas as he navigate the Beast through the narrow gap in the rubble. The layout was such that he had to bring it in at an odd angle, and it took some finagling of all the vehicles before we got them inside and parked in that department store shell.

Just within the structure, around our parked vehicles and the rubble filled escalators, we set up camp. Kris said she would sleep in the truck again, like we tried at the survivalist camp, while I pitched up our tent. Setting up a tent on the cracked tile surface felt kind of odd, but the tent did not need stakes in the ground to stand upright, so it worked all the same.

As we were setting up some of the locals gathered around, chatting with the group or examining our vehicles. Watching them I realized that there were a lot more living here than I had initially thought. By the time vehicles were fully parked, tents set up, introductions made, fuel status contemplated, and discussion of eating begun, the group around us was becoming a crowd.

“How many people do you have living in this building?” Hannah asked.

“A couple dozen or so,” Hailey answered.

In response Hannah gave a meaningful look at the large groups gathered nearby. They had brought their camping lanterns and flashlights with them, creating an eerie, vigil ambiance in this empty space.

“We’ve got people coming in from all over the neighborhood,” Debs answered Hannah’s unspoken question.

“Why?”

“They wanted to meet the Red Cross Resistance.”

“The what?”

Most of our group gathered around while the locals told of how they had heard of us and of the many fantastical stories swirling around as well.

“I’m not sure we have enough to feed everybody,” Kris said as she admired the crowd.

“Even if we could, that food needs to last us for the trip,” Logan said. “Unless we can get our hands on some of these Evangelic State ration coupon things we’re not getting any more food here. We give this away we’re starving tomorrow.”

“Is there no way we can get any ration coupons?” Charlotte asked.

Hailey shook her head. “They only give them out to church members.”

“The churches that formed the Evangelic State convention,” Darren said. “I think it’s like two dozen churches.”

“Can you not just join these churches?” Jake asked.

Head shakes from both of them this time. “They only want wealthy people.”

“What?”

“Poverty is a sign of God’s disfavor,” Darren said. “We have to show we’re right with God before we can join.”

“By getting out of poverty?” Alana asked.

“Right.”

“So the people who need these rations the most are the least able to get them?”

“Everyone needs them,” Hailey said. “Nobody accepts regular currency around here anymore.”

“These ration coupons can get you gas as well right?” Lucas asked.

“There are different coupons for different goods.”

Alana turned to Kris and Logan. “We really need to get our hands on some of these ration coupons.”

“If you’ve got an idea I’m willing to listen,” Logan leaned back against the armored truck and folded his arms.

Before anybody had a chance to respond we were interrupted by a low rumbling outside, followed by the quick blare of a siren. Everyone turned, and some of us stepped forward to stand by the low rubble wall at the front entrance.

Out on the street I saw a pair of vehicles approaching. The siren blare had come from a police cruiser, a sleek, sporty looking vehicle whose aerodynamic profile was interrupted by the lights on the roof. Those lights were flashing, creating a strange red and blue haze across the snow filled street.

Rolling right in front of this was a tank.

As they pulled up to the curb in front of our building, I realized it was not a tank per se but an assault drone. It had regular tires rather than treads and a pair of small, circular turrets at the front and back, but otherwise it had the desert camouflage print, the armored sides, and the bulk of a full blown tank. I had seen drones like this one outfitted for riot control. It would have a storage compartment for weapons or equipment in the back and various sound or microwave or tear gas based weaponry on its turrets.

At least, I assumed it would, I could not tell if it was maybe an actual military model, complete with depleted-uranium firing auto-cannons and guided mortar launchers.

Either way it was a drone, with thick armor and plenty of ammunition inside where the crew compartment would have been. It also had a snow plow blade stuck to its front, with which it cleared a path down the street in which the police cruiser followed.

The men that got out of the cruiser did not look like police, not even like the heavily armed police we encountered at the Vineyards gates. They wore military fatigues in grey camouflage coloring, heavy body armor, and gas masks hanging loose around their necks. Like most police officers I knew though they did have belts overloaded with equipment, pistols and tasers and heavy duty flashlights and other electronics. The driver had his hands free, but the other one also carried some form of automatic rifle. Both of them strolled up to our building in a nonchalant manner.

It was Debs that emerged at the front of the crowd. She held her head up and stared as the paramilitary men approached.

“Good afternoon gentlemen,” she said. “What can we do for you?”

The lead officer, the one without the rifle, looked around among us with a contemptuous stare. “You folks realize this building is condemned,” he said more as accusation than question.

“So we had heard. A lot of buildings around here are condemned.”

“You’re not suppose to be in here. Looks like you got some long-term camps set up.”

“If you’re hear to offer us a better place to take shelter I would love to hear about it.”

The officer glanced around at the rest of us. His jaw never seemed to stop clenching, even as he spoke.

“We’re looking for the owners of this vehicle,” he pointed toward our armored truck. “That wouldn’t happen to be you, would it?”

“I’m sorry dear, I don’t know who owns any of these trucks,” Debs said.

“You don’t know who owns the truck that’s parked in the middle of your building?”

“As you pointed out this isn’t really our building. These trucks just showed up here one day.”

“Ma’am, if you’re not going to cooperate . . .”

“I’m not a ‘ma’am,’ if you don’t mind. I’m not that old.”

This got her some incredulous looks from the officers and some smirks among the crowd. “We’re going to have to search the premises,” the lead officer said.

“Do you have a warrant?” Kris asked. I had not even noticed her slipping forward to stand at the front of the little crowd.

“Excuse me, and you are?”

“I’m the person asking if you have a warrant.”

The officer’s scowl just deepened. “We have probably cause.”

Kris interrupted before he could say more. “Under whose authority are you acting?”

“What?”

“Whose authority? Who even are you?”

It was the second officer that answered this. “Department of Virtue.”

Now it was Kris’ turn to sound incredulous. “Who?”

The first officer pointed to a patch on his shoulder. It was circular, a white circle around the edge of a black field, split vertically down the middle. On one half was a white cross. On the other half, mirroring the cross, was a downward pointed sword. “Department of Virtue Promotion.”

Again Kris cut him off. “Why is a Department of Virtue interested in who owns these trucks?” This seemed a very genuine question. I too was wondering now what this was really about.

Beside me Logan leaned in to whisper. “Where’s your rifle?”

“In my tent.”

“Get it, but keep it out of sight.”

The spot where I had set up my tent was at the back of the little crowd. I scurried back there even as the conversation continued.

“We’re pursuing a criminal investigation,” the lead officer answered Kris’ question.

“Virtue promotion means law enforcement now?”

“It means securing ourselves against those who interfere with expressions of faith.”

“You think whoever owns this truck is . . .”

“Now we’ve answered enough of your questions,” the officer raised his voice over her’s. “If we don’t start getting some cooperation here we’re going to arrest you all on . . .”

“Okay, that’ enough.” Logan had just noticed me stepping back to the edge of the crowd, my rifle held low so that the officers could not see. He took this as his cue and pushed his way forward to the front. Held up in one hand was his mobile, displaying the document cover screen for the GSA credentials Jamie had gotten us. It showed the logo of the Global Security Agency, a blue eagle silhouette with a six-shooter in either claw, and a scan code, for which I was not even sure if these officers had the correct scanner.

Logan came to stand beside Kris and Debs, flashing the display around as if it were a badge, which it kind of was, or at least looked like. “I think we’ve humored you gentlemen long enough. You’re now threatening to interfere with official GSA business.” He slipped the mobile into his coat pocket before they could look at it further. “I’m gonna have to ask you both to move on now.”

The two officers exchanged an apprehensive glance. “What sort of GSA business?”

“You honestly believe I can discuss that with you? This is a matter of national security.”

“You really expect us to believe you’re a Global Security Agent?”

“Of course he does.” It was Austin stepping forward now, out from the crowd and through the gap in the rubble wall. He approached to right in front of the lead officer, holding up both his own mobile, set to display an actual badge screen, and his national identification card, with a prominent GSA logo in one corner. “He’s not the only one. Now are you gentlemen going to move along or is this going to turn into an official report?”

Another glance between the officers, and this time the second one unholstered some sort of short electronic wand, like a television remote, from his belt.

“Really?” Austin said, his shoulders slumping. “Alright, but I wanna scan your badges as well.” He made as if he was about to pull out his own code scanner, which I was quite certain he did not have.

“No, no, no need for that. We’re, uh,” the officers glanced at each other. “It’s alright. You folks, just, you really should find a different place to stay, or we’ll have to write you up next time.”

“We will look into that first thing tomorrow,” Debs said.

The two officers both shot her harsh stares even as they backed away. We all just stood and watched as they got back in their cruiser and drove on, the heavy anti-riot drone plowing ahead for them. In less than a minute they had disappeared into the storm.

Austin stepped back out of the now gentle snow and slumped against the side of the Beast. “Holy shit that was close.”

“Very good thinking on your part,” Logan said. “I don’t think he would have bought it with just me.”

“Did you have a back up plan?”

“It wasn’t pretty.” He gestured toward me, still standing within the little crowd, holding my automatic rifle.

Austin turned back to Logan with a wide-eyed look. “You realize they had an armored drone with them?”

“I thought maybe Greg could keep them occupied while I got into the truck and got out the Panther.”

“You have a rocket launcher in there?” Austin asked, incredulous.

“I don’t know if it could have taken out that drone, but the formed penetrator rounds are the heaviest thing we have.”

“Oh,” Hailey let out a nervous little laugh. “For a moment I thought you meant you had an actual live panther in your truck.”

“If I did I’d have let that out as well,” Logan said.

“Well thank goodness things didn’t escalate then,” Kris said.

“Who says it didn’t,” Alana said, stepping up to stand next to our leader. “Just like at the Vineyards. These guys may be going back right now to check out our story. We may need to get out of here tonight.”

“I think we’ve already established that’s not possible,” Logan said, “from both a passing checkpoints and fuel economy standpoint.”

“I didn’t mean out of town,” Alana said. “I meant out of this location.”

“You think they’ll come back looking for us?” Lucas asked.

“That’s not gonna happen,” a new voice entered the conversation. We all turned to see Mr. North, out of breath and leaning on the rubble wall. He held up his free hand for us to wait, then reached it out to a little girl standing next to him, holding her shoulder to steady himself.

“Eddy,” Debs suppressed a grimace as she stepped toward him.

“I’m alright.”

“What are you doing here?”

“Alisson came and got me,” he said, leaning on the little girl as he got himself standing up straight. He steadied himself to stand on his own, then patted the little girl on the shoulder. “Said there were government men here.”

“And what were you planning to do when you came running over?”

“Well,” Mr. North started to walk toward us, slowly. “Help. However I could.”

Debs rolled her eyes and looked away from him.

“So why it is,” Austin asked, “you think they won’t be back.”

“They’re scared of the GSA. The whole Evangelic State convention is.”

“It did seem odd,” Alana said, “how easily we scared them off in the first place. Not just here, but when that force showed up at the Vineyards, and for that matter when we passed through the checkpoint. These guys see GSA credentials and they just cave.”

“Why though?” Austin asked.

“Well because they’re not really a legitimate government, right?” Mr. North said. “Granted a lot of their members are registered Nationalists, but they weren’t elected or appointed to their positions.”

“How did they end up in charge then?” Alana asked.

“Local governments and the Missouri state government all fled during the inflation riots. Afterwards these guys took over and just claimed any ungoverned territory, including in Arkansas and Iowa.”

“They’re afraid of getting lumped in with the separatists out west,” Logan was struck with realization.

“Or more like with the whole New England congress, or those New Ohio guys sending out radio broadcasts sometimes. None of them were foolish enough to actually declare independence like the Resistance did. They just started acting like they were independent and nobody’s stopped them. Well, not yet, but they’ve tried, right? I’ve heard the GSA has got a bunch of agents sabotaging stuff and launching bombing attacks and stuff in New England. That’s what the Evangelic State is afraid of.”

“They must have standing orders to cooperate with the GSA,” Austin nodded. “No matter what.”

“Not so much explicit orders,” Mr. North said. “From what I’ve heard it’s the people at the top who are most frightened of the feds. There are still National Guardsmen stationed in the city. They still turn over some criminals to the federal courts, which are still running. The Evangelic State conference is worried about being branded traitors or terrorists for seizing control. They’re not like the Resistance, they still consider themselves part of the United States. But the patrolmen and troopers like these guys,” he gestured towards where the officers had been parked a few minutes earlier. “They get the hint from their superiors not to mess with GSA business.”

“How do you know all this?” Kris asked him.

“It’s what I’ve heard.”

“From who?”

“The patrolmen themselves. And the GSA. All of them make use of the auto-cabs. I overhear them talking.”

“Why are they using auto-cabs?” Logan asked. “Don’t they have their own vehicles?”

“Not enough for,” Mr. North started, hesitated, lowered his voice, “for some of the roundups they’ve been doing.” He looked away as he said this, and in turn most of the crowd still standing around watching looked away from him.

Kris herself turned back to Logan. “I wonder if we could use this to our advantage.”

He folded his arms. “How so?”

She paused, scrunching up her face in thought. “Mr. North.”

“You might as well call me Eddy now.” He came around the rubble wall to gather with us, still wheezing some in his voice.

“Eddy. Where do they keep the rationing coupons that haven’t been issued? Are they actual physical paper or what?”

“They are. They were doing it electronically too but, with the net in such chaos these days they just couldn’t make it work.”

“So where do they keep these coupons, the actual paper?”

“They get printed, I think, at a central press, at the old Federal Reserve building. After that though they get moved to the Department of Cornucopia headquarters. I’m not sure what they’re calling it now, it use to be the Union Station hotel. They’re kept there in a bank vault.”

“You sure about that?”

“Definitely. That’s the distribution point.”

Kris tilted her head in the form of a question, her gaze getting brighter. “Distribution?”

“To get ration coupons. They’re handed out downtown every weekend.”

“But only to members of these ruling churches?”

“Or people who have certain jobs,” Eddy said. “Like me, managing the auto-cab garage.”

“So your job,” Alana asked, “do you work for the state?”

“Not technically.” Eddy took a deep breath before continuing. “One of the high ranking members of the convention owns the auto-cab company I work for.”

“Oh,” Alana folded her arms and nodded. “Classic kleptocracy, got it.”

“For your job then,” Logan now followed up, “do they pay you in ration coupons?”

“The pay is a combination of Evangelic State currency and ration coupons.”

“What do you use the currency for?”

“Anything that isn’t being rationed.”

“Which is what?”

Eddy gave a little snort of a laugh at this. “Not much these days. Use to be there were places, quasi-legal, where you could trade the local currency for dollars or something else, and use that to buy food or necessities from these traders that would come around in big vans. Nowadays they’ve been cracking down on that, not a lot of options for trade.”

“They’ve been cracking down on a lot of things lately,” Darren, standing next to Debs, added.

“Which is why Eddy shouldn’t be here right now,” Debs said.

“What?” Kris turned to her. “Why not?”

“Because Mr. North is an upstanding member of the convention who can be trusted running one of their precious auto-cab garages and fuel dumps. He doesn’t associate with the heathens and whores and junkies that live in the Blight.”

Eddy rolled his eyes at this. “There ain’t nobody around to see me here.”

“There was a Virtue Department patrol by just a few minutes ago.”

“Who have been scared off by the GSA. Those guys aren’t coming back.”

Kris scrunched up her face as she examined Eddy, standing there in the cold looking drained of energy. “I don’t want to keep you here if it’s putting you in danger.”

He shook his head. “I’m fine. I guarantee you, those guys aren’t coming back. You scared them off pretty well with that GSA bit.”

“Maybe we should at least move inside, where it’s warmer.”

Everybody seemed to agree with this, because without further prompting the whole crowd started to migrate inside. We moved back to the old mall atrium and the large elevator shaft hearths. The fire in there was low, but the place still felt warmer than standing out at the gaping hole entrance.

“So Eddy,” Kris asked as she walked slowly beside him, allowing him to lean a little on her at points. “What about the actual rations? The food or gasoline that you buy with these ration coupons?”

“What about them?”

“Where are they kept? Physically?”

“It’s all over,” Eddy said. “Well, the food is, and other stuff, it’s at various places that used to be grocery stores. Fuel they keep at specific fuel dumps, like the auto-cab garage. Same places the convention keeps its vehicles.”

“Okay then,” Kris nodded, coming to a stop as we arrived at the hearth, Debs and our whole team gathered around her. “Let me ask you this. If we got ration coupons could you give us fuel? Or is it more complicated than that? Would we have to sign the coupons or something?”

“No. I have to keep track of the coupons, what they were used for, after the exchange, but before that they’re good at, well, at the few places you can still get fuel.”

“And would you?”

“Would I get you fuel? Absolutely.”

“It wouldn’t endanger you at all?”

“Not if you have those ration coupons and I can make the books add up,” Eddy said with  a smile. “Before they get turned in the coupons are like cash. Unless someone can prove that particular piece of paper was stolen it belongs to whoever’s holding it.”

“Possession is nine-tenths of the law,” Hannah said.

“If it’s that simple,” Logan said, “why don’t we just fake a robbery? If Eddy will let us. Just tie him up and take what fuel we need. He could claim he was robbed.”

“There are security cameras that would be checked,” Eddy said.

“So we need to make it look good.”

“That won’t work,” said Debs. “It would be the perfect excuse to fire him and replace him with a local member of the convention.”

“They might do that to me anyway,” Eddy said.

“They haven’t done it yet because they haven’t found an excuse,” Debs said.

“I don’t think they’re looking very hard.”

“So let’s not bring one to their attention.”

“Okay,” Kris interrupted them. I began to wonder at the relationship between Debs and Eddy, if they were in fact married, or had once been. Kris looked between them, then around at all of us, letting each of us catch her stare. “No fake robbery. Whatever we do we’ll keep Eddy out of it.”

“Are you proposing a plan here?” Logan asked.

“Maybe,” Kris turned back to Eddy. “If somebody wanted to use one of your auto-cabs, are there rationing coupons for those too?”

“No. Just cash will work. But the fuel caps are locked if you’re thinking about siphoning anything, and the miles and destinations get logged in the traffic control network, when it’s working.”

“So we’re back to where we started,” Logan said. “We still have to find some way of getting these rationing coupons.”

“It sounds like we know right where they keep a big stockpile of them,” Kris said with the barest hint of a grin.

“In the middle of what I’m sure is a well guarded building,” Austin said, “within the well-patrolled heart of the city. In a vault, if I heard right.”

“Most are kept in a vault,” Eddy said. “But it’s a distribution point. Like a bank. They’ll have some out, I’m sure. These get sent out on the weekend.”

“That’s not encouraging,” Austin said.

“I should also say,” Eddy grimaced a little hear, “that there is a big Christmas gala going on there tonight.”

“Probably meaning extra security,” Austin turned an exasperated look toward Kris. “I hope you’re not thinking of walking over there and just flashing those GSA credentials.”

“Why not?”

“We’ll get a lot more scrutiny, to start.”

“Could they figure out our credentials are fake?”

“They’re not fake,” Austin said.

“What do you mean?”

“They’re not a forgery, those are actual GSA credentials we have. They were just issued without going through the proper channels, and that can be traced back to Jamie.”

“How long would that take?”

“What?”

“How long would it take them to figure out our credentials are not completely legit?”

Austin was given pause by this, looking away from Kris’ escalating stare. “I don’t know. Jamie’s been good at hiding her tracks. Hours, probably, or longer, depending on how hard they’re looking.”

“All we have is this one document on Logan’s mobile, though,” Alana said, “and Austin’s ID card. Are just the two of them gonna go over there and,” she shrugged, “what? Start making demands?”

“Just those two documents inspired fear in men backed by a tank drone,” Kris said.

“It’s actually more than that,” Logan said. “Our credentials are for fourteen people. Fourteen pseudonyms, in fact, without pictures. They could be anybody.”

“How does that help?” Alana asked. “We can have fourteen people marching up to this fascist headquarters to start making demand?”

“Fourteen plus Austin,” Kris said.

“Hey Greg,” Logan turned to me. “Do you still have your ID badge from Spiderhead?”

It took me a second to process a question directed at me, and I stammered in reply. “I do. I also have my national ID card that says GSA on it. But if they scanned those wouldn’t they immediately find out who I am?”

“You all can stop worrying about them scanning any ID cards,” Eddy said. “None of the locals are connected to the GSA network.”

This had Austin giving him an incredulous stare. “Are you sure about that?”

“That’s what they’ve been saying.”

“Why would the GSA cut off their access?”

“It wasn’t intentional. It’s a tech problem. They can’t get their networks in sync or something, I don’t know, I’m not a computer expert. But I’ve heard the local patrolmen complaining, saying how they’ve been ordered to look for people wanted by the feds but they can’t access the network so all their facial recognition cameras can’t pick out any faces from the GSA database.”

Austin frowned a little, but then nodded. “That actually aligns with what I heard from Jamie.”

“I still don’t see where this is going,” Alana said. “Now, what, we have fourteen people plus Austin and Greg who can go over and start making random demands?”

“It only takes one person to make a demand,” Kris said. “The question is who is backing that one person up.”

As she spoke she started to do a slow turn, taking in the population of the atrium. Aside from the crowd around us there were people gathered on the outskirts, and at the balconies on upper levels, all of them looking at our little group. I realized just then how quiet the place had become, everyone intent on listening to our conversation.

“Are you serious?” Alana asked.

“This won’t work,” Logan said. “No matter how big a crowd we bring with us, these guys have anti-riot drones. They’ll disperse us with microwave weapons before we have a chance to do anything.”

When Kris spoke now her voice rose, projecting and echoing through the hollows of the atrium. “They had crowd control weapons with them just now, but they didn’t use them to clear this building.”

“Well that was because,” Logan started, then trailed off. “You’re serious about this?”

Kris just smiled and continued to stare about at the crowd surrounding us.

“So the plan,” Alana said, her own voice rising to match Kris’, “is to walk down there with a big crowd, flash these GSA badges, and demand they give us rationing coupons?”

“No. The people with the badges just need to get the cops to step aside and let us through. After that the crowd can take the coupons themselves.”

“We’re gonna start a riot?”

“We’re going to storm the building.”

Kris let this statement hang in the atrium, whose entire height fell into a deep silence. She turned to Eddy and spoke in a lower volume. “Eddy, you said we don’t need ration coupons to get cars from your garage, right?”

“No, but you do need cash. Evangelical State issued cash.”

“Did you also say the GSA uses vans from your place?”

“They do, right.”

“Is there a way we could get some of these GSA vans ourselves?”

Eddy paused at this, taken aback. “Well, you’d need a GSA ID of some kind.”

“We have those.”

“When the GSA gets vans from you do they just pay in cash?” Logan asked.

“They have expense accounts.”

“Do we have one of those?” Kris asked.

“I have my old expense account number,” Austin said, “but what good is that gonna do?”

“Actually,” Eddy turned to him. “That could be all you need.”

“I’m sure it’s closed though. Or at least going to raise red flags in the system.”

“Once it gets in to the system,” Eddy smirked now as he continued. “Just like the patrolmen, my system isn’t connected to the GSA network either. I can’t access their expense accounts online.”

“How do you do it then?” Austin asked.

“Manually. I write down the number.”

“When you say write?”

“I mean literally, write it down, by hand, in a log book. Then later I fill out a bill of sale and mail that in.”

Austin just stared blankly at this. “So, if we used my expense account,” he trailed off.

“They wouldn’t find out about it for weeks.”

“Sounds like we can get as many of these vans as we like,” Logan said.

“Could we just take them?” Alana asked. “Get a few vans, move our stuff in to them, and get out of town tomorrow morning?”

“They’re gas caps are locked,” Logan said.

“If we’ve stolen them we could break those open.”

“These particular vans are electric,” Eddy said.

“It doesn’t matter,” Kris said, “we’re helping these people. I don’t know why we’re bothering to go anywhere if we don’t.” She paused, then turned back to Eddy. “Do these vans say ‘GSA’ on the sides?”

“They’re unmarked black vans, but they have some GSA stuff stored in them.”

“What kind of stuff?” Logan asked with undisguised mirth.

“Oh, like zip-cuffs. ID scanners. I think they’ve got some of those blazers that say GSA across the back.”

“It sounds like we have everything we need to be GSA agents raiding this building,” Logan said. “Would we even need a crowd with us?”

“There will be too much attention on us if we go in with a small group,” Austin said. “They might have enough time to get in contact with the real GSA.”

“But they won’t have enough time to do that if a whole crowd shows up?” Alana asked.

“They’ll be dealing with the crowd itself.”

“So we’re using these people as human shield?” Alana sounded incredulous.

“We’re using them as a distraction,” Logan said. “All they have to do is march in there, chant some slogans, disperse when these Virtue Department guys break out the tear gas, and then collect some of the ration coupons we’ll abscond with.”

“So you two are actually in favor of all this?” Alana looked between Austin and Logan.

For his part Austin kept a neutral expression, staring off into space. Logan, however, was developing a broad smile. In reply he slowly turned toward Kris.

She stepped forward a little to be closer to the center of the atrium, then held up her arms and spoke in a strong, projected voice that somehow seemed to fill both the entire atrium and my soul.

“Everyone. Everyone, if I could have your attention. I don’t know how much of this you all heard, but we have a plan to get everyone here food rations. The risks are big, though. Send out word that the Red Cross Resistance needs help. Anybody willing to march into downtown and demand to be treated like human beings should gather here, at this mall, before night fall.”

*     *     *

The storm slowly petered out through the afternoon, turning from snow to a slushy-sleet to a steady drizzle. It stopped briefly right at sundown, allowing for a bright red sunset to flare across the city before disappearing into darkness.

It was into that darkness that we marched. Others were in vehicles, either ours or some black, unmarked vans, ready either to follow us in or flee. I remained with Kris, along with Austin, Alana, and the leaders of this abandoned mall community, at the front of the crowd.

I had never been to a protest or march before and found the experience as surreal as everything in this city. We were walking along a street, nothing more, using flashlights and camping lights in the darkness. Yet at the same time, even without looking around, I could sense the mass of people behind us, like some tidal wave pushing us forward on its crest.

Over the course of that afternoon, as the storm had dissipated, the crowd in the mall had swelled. Logan and Austin had disappeared to work out logistics, but I had stayed with Kris as she circulated around, talking to as many people as she could, explaining what was happening. She did so in vague terms, talking about the march and about how the local police would be dissuaded from interfering, without mentioning how that would be accomplished, or about the eventual raid of the Evangelic State headquarters.

I found myself now wishing I had been in on the detail planning with Logan and Austin. I felt like I had only a tenuous grasp on what the plan even was. As we walked though, and I thought about it further, I realized it was unlikely anybody had more than a tenuous idea of our entire plan. Maybe all of us were just being pushed inexorably forward on the crest of a tidal wave, and always had been.

Kris lead the way walking down the center of the road. The crowd behind her filled the entire street. There was no car traffic around here for us to block, or to try to run us over, a thought that had me glancing down every side street we passed.

We had covered less than a mile when we began to encounter working streetlights. A little further on the brighter lights of the downtown core came into view, as did our first encounter with the law.

From a cross street a police cruiser like the one we had seen before came rushing up with a blare of its siren. It stopped right in front of us, skidding a short distance on the still slick pavement. Kris just kept on walking, as if she would circle around the car and continue on, as if it was obviously no concern of hers.

It almost seemed like that might actually be the case. After coming to a stop the police cruiser just sat there, without siren or lights, the officers inside showing no sign of motion. I caught myself staring and quickly turned away, as if these policemen might not notice the crowd if we all just avoided eye contact.

Before we could get around the police cruiser the two officers on board finally got out. “Excuse me,” one called in our direction. Kris just kept walking, and our little vanguard around here ignored the officer. “Excuse me.”

At last Kris stopped, prompting those behind her to do the same, the crowd compacting up like a flattened spring behind us. She turned her stare, commanding and expectant, toward the policemen.

“Go on,” Austin said as he moved toward the two cops. “I got this.” He waved for the rest of us to keep moving.

“Uh, no, no,” the second cop shouted toward Kris. “Nobody’s going anywhere. What is this?”

Kris had remained motionless, focused on this interchange. “Gentlemen,” Austin held up his mobile showing his badge. “Stand down. This is a national security operation.”

Both of them gave him blank stares. “What?”

“Stand down gentlemen.”

“What?” the first officer said. “How is this a national security operation?”

“Do you honestly think I can answer that?” Austin raised his voice, sounding disgusted. When both officers hesitated to respond Austin turned back toward us. “Go on,” he said. “We’re good here.”

“No, no,” the second officer started to step toward Kris, highlighting her with his flashlight. Immediately I started to step in the way, but Austin was quicker to intercede in the cop’s path.

“Sir!” Austin shouted. “This is a national security operation. Stand! Down!”

“What the fuck?” the first officer asked. His partner, with Austin looming in front of him, and myself just behind Austin, hesitated and nervously glanced around.

“Gentleman,” Austin thrust his mobile forward again. “I am an officer of the Global Security Agency, and as a matter of national security I am ordering you, right now, to stand down and let these people pass.”

The first cop glanced between Austin and the crowd. “Are they with the GSA too?” he asked in a tone somewhere between sarcastic and apprehensive.

“What do you think dipshit?” Austin held out his arms in mock disbelief.

Both cops continued to hesitate. Austin drew a deep breath and turned back toward me. “Greg, these guys wanna do it the hard way. You’ll have to detain them until the van gets here.”

I was not sure what he meant, exactly, but with all my focus on this conversation I was ready to roll with it. “You got it,” I said in my deepest voice as I started to walk toward them.

“Hey, no, no,” the first officer said. “There’s no need for that.”

Austin, however, ignored this, stepping back as I came up to take his place. “Let’s keep moving,” he said to Kris, even as he began to circle around the police cruiser.

Kris watched for a second with a stern look, then turned to keep going. The crowd slowly started to churn into motion behind her.

“Look,” I said to the two patrolmen. “We’re just doing our job, same as you guys.”

From my coat pocked I produced my old GSA guard badge. I held this up toward them in one hand, while with the other I pulled out a scanning wand we had acquired from the GSA vans.

“Just scan my badge, I’ll scan yours, and we can sort this out with our bosses later.”

“No, um, that’s alright,” the first officer said. “We didn’t mean to mess with you guys’ operation.”

He started to back away. I turned to the second officer, who was giving a disdainful look toward the passing crowd, filled with people whose clothes must have obviously marked them as Blight dwellers. Still, this officer shot a glance my way and seem to realize he had no other move but to back off as well.

As the officers pulled away in their cruiser I ran ahead to catch back up with Kris.

“So that went well,” I said.

“They scan your badge?” Austin asked without looking at me.

“Nope. They caved just like before.”

“This is what happens when you turn government functions over to free enterprise,” Darren said. He and Hailey were walking just behind Kris and myself. “Someone just comes along and buys out your security force.” They both sort of chuckled at this little joke in a way that did nothing to hide their nervousness.

“For the record I still think this is insane,” Alana said.

“As do I,” Austin added, still keeping his gaze focused straight forward.

“This was your plan though!”

“First off, no, not entirely, and second off, doesn’t mean I don’t think it’s insane.”

“You realize when we’re caught they’ll turn us over to the real GSA and we’ll all get shipped back to Spiderhead. Or someplace worse.”

“It’s not too late to turn around,” Austin said. “You could bail, head out and meet up with the others at the rendevous point.”

“It was too late to turn around a long time ago,” Kris said with a little smirk.

“Well you might not be worried since you don’t even exist,” Alana said to her, “but for some of us that doesn’t really help.”

“I exist as much as you believe in me, no more. So either stop believing and turn around or believe in me and show it. You need to sell yourself as a real GSA agent.”

“Hey, look at it this way,” I said to Austin. “You’ve got nothing to worry about. You’re an actual agent. You’re not impersonating anybody.”

“Please tell that to the judge when we’re all on trial.”

“Don’t worry about that,” Alana said. “This is the kind of crime that doesn’t get a trial.”

At the next street down another police cruiser sat at the side of the road. A pair of officers stood just outside it, watching us all with shocked looks.

“I’ll deal with them,” Austin said, peeling off while the rest of us kept walking.

We watched him go, but then turned back forward. The core of the city was now within site, just at the end of this block. The streets here were totally cleared of snow, but the current storm was starting to pick up pace, coming down as an icy slush.

Austin caught back up with us, giving a single nod to me, just as we arrived at the city center. A pair or roads here bracketed a central strip of parkland. Bright lights, almost blinding after the low lit streets we had been on, ran the entire length of these park strips. Giant Christmas trees, glowing white with oversized, animatronic angels atop, were placed at regular intervals within the parks, stretching away in either direction. We had passed along these central roads, labeled Market Street and Chestnut Street, on our way in that morning, but the darkness and the storm had prevented me from appreciating the elaborate decorations.

I shook off my brief stun from the lights as we continued forward, bearing to the right. We entered the little park space, the crowd starting to fan out behind us, the wave at last crashing into shore and rushing to fill whatever empty contours it encountered.

Across the park, on the south side of the street, was our destination, the Union Station Hotel. It was an old, ornate looking building, outfitted with a series of glowing neon crosses stuck garishly among the gables on its roof. A deep awning marked its main entrance.

Kris continued forward, sticking to cleared sidewalks as she moved around the parkland to stand directly across the street from the hotel entrance. Austin and I flanked here on either side, with Alana, Hailey, and Darren right behind us.

Glancing back, Kris waved to someone in the crowd. I glanced back as well, but felt overwhelmed seeing the sheer number of people behind us. The strip of parkland, despite being covered in ankle deep snow, was filling now with people, even as more poured out from the street behind us.

From out of the crowd Debs emerged, stepping up to stand next to Kris.

“How are your people doing?” Kris asked.

“Good spirits,” Deb said. “Been a while since we got to see the Christmas lights down here.”

“Logan should be here any minute,” Kris said. “After that you’re in charge.”

“I’ve always been in charge, dear.”

Kris smiled at this. “Don’t try to linger here too long on our account. If they start coming in force get out, keep your people safe.”

“I’m not some cow herder,” Debs said. “This crowd is gonna do what it wants.”

“If they decide to evict you,” Austin said, “you’ll want to be out of here.”

“Oh, we know all about crowd control weapons,” Debs said. “Sampled a whole variety of flavors myself in the past year.”

“Just try to keep them from turning violent,” Kris said. She reached out and briefly squeezed one of Debs hands.

Debs returned the gesture, patting Kris on the upper arm. “God bless you dear. For everything you’ve done.”

“God will never bless me,” Kris said. “Save your prays for yourselves.”

“I can pray for everybody,” Debs said. She patted Kris on the shoulder again and then disappeared into the crowd.

From up the street now, I noticed a line of black vans making a turn to head toward us. “Looks like this is it,” I said.

From within her coat, Kris produced something she had stuffed into her pants waistband. It took me a moment to realize it was a baseball cap that Eddy had given her earlier in the afternoon. It was red, emblazoned with golden ‘G-S-A’ letters. She put this on, adjusted it, and turned to me.

“How do I look?”

I just smiled. “I think that hat may be the most real, official GSA thing we have. Including our supposed documentation.”

In front of us our black vans fanned out as they parked in a line right in front of the building. There had been nobody over at the entrance when we first arrived, but now I saw a pair of uniformed policemen, wearing something resembling normal police uniforms rather than the paramilitary gear we’d been seeing, step forward. They approached the vans with apprehensive looks.

“Now or never,” Alana said.

Kris took a step forward before breaking into a run, straight across the street. Austin, Alana, myself, and a few of the locals that had been roped in to this plan, followed right behind.

Just as we were arriving at the line of vans the door of one opened and Logan came bursting out, stepping forward and drawing his gun in one smooth motion.

“Global Security!” He held out the gun toward the officers with one hand while holding up his mobile with the GSA document in the other. “Global Security. Everyone get down on the ground!”

Austin and I were the next to arrive, slipping in behind Logan with our own sidearms drawn, moving to cover his flanks. So far though it was only these two men, who I now realized were not police but security guards. They hesitated where they stood, giving each other apprehensive looks.

“This is a federal raid!” Austin shouted as he stepped out from behind Logan. “Don’t anybody move!”

Already, up and down the line, others were jumping out of the vans. They were an eclectic mix. Some had blue ‘G-S-A’ blazers that made them look very official. Some just settled for black coats with button down shirts underneath. Thanks to our stores from the armored truck a few of our own crew, including Jake, Alana, and the Fischers, were wearing body armor. That same stash also meant every last one of us had a gun.

Kris moved between a pair of vans to step onto the sidewalk right behind me, hands on hips and surveying things like she was in command. She was the only one among us not swarming forward while brandishing a gun.

Logan had the first pair of security guards surrendering, getting down on the ground, while Austin and I moved forward toward another pair emerging out the front door. Logan gestured to some of the people, some of the locals we had recruited, coming up behind us, and got them hand-cuffing the two officers with our supply of zip-tie cuffs. As soon as they were set he moved on to make sure Austin and I did not need help.

We got into the lobby without any resistance, ‘arresting’ a half-dozen guards on the way. I remained in the vanguard with Logan and Austin as we moved across to the front desk.

“Federal raid!” Austin shouted in a voice that seemed well practiced for these situations. “Step away from the computers.”

The staff here, much less use to guns, looked a lot more frightened and ready to comply. They raised their arms and stepped back from the desk.

Already our crew was sweeping through in our wake. Darren came up next to me with a handful of zip-tie cuffs, ready to get to work on the reception staff. Logan and Austin were already behind the desk, keeping an eye on the staff and checking the computers, respectively. Charlotte came strolling in behind them, dressed and looking very serious but affecting a swagger that made me cringe a little.

“Whadda we got here?” She came around to stand next to Austin and look at the array of computer tablets on the reception desk.

Right behind her were the Fischers. “Where’s the vault at?” Noah asked, his voice lower and more metered than usual, sounding all business. One of the receptionists pointed a shaking hand to a lobby area and a hallway beyond on our right.

“Can you get in to it?” Hannah asked the frightened young receptionist.

She shook his head. With a stern look Noah asked the same question of the other two who had been behind the counter, but just got frightened stares and head shakes in reply.

“Who can open the vault?” Logan asked.

The lead girl among them started to stammer. “Only the director.”

“And where is he?”

The receptionist pointed toward a hall in the opposite direction. “In the gala.”

“Great.” Logan turned to Austin with an exasperated tone. “Director’s in the gala.”

“We’ll have to get ‘em then.” Austin looked up across the desk at the members of our group still flooding in the front doors. “Alright,” he said to Logan, “go ahead and secure these people. Guys, go find the vault, make sure everything there is in order.” He pointed at the Fischers as he gave this order, then turned to Charlotte. “How long you gonna need here?”

Charlotte was busy working with one of the tablets the receptionist had been using. She grimaced and shook her head. “Nothing here. This Cornucopia Department must be using a separate system.”

“Probably accessed wherever the vault is. Go check it out with the others. You,” Austin pointed to several of us in succession, including myself, “you’re all with me.”

Right away I, along with Kris, Jake and Alana, Darren and Hailey, and a dozen other locals, were falling in line behind Austin. We marched up the hallway, checking around corners and through doors as if we expected some kind of armed resistance.

Instead what we encountered was a very surprised group of wait-staff. Before they knew what had happened Austin had them on the ground and Darren was handing out zip-cuffs to get them all secured.

A short ways further we arrived at a big, closed double door. On the other side we could hear someone speaking into a microphone, though it was muffled too much to be intelligible.

Austin paused here and looked back at us. “Everyone ready,” he said in a low voice. Standing nearby I nodded. “This sounds like it might be bigger than we anticipated, but that doesn’t change anything. Remember, we’re in charge, assume anything anybody says or does is crap you’re not in the mood to take, and for God’s sake don’t let them get online.”

He looked at the door, then back at us and added, “this might be overly dramatic, but it’s something I’ve always wanted to do.”

With that he raised one leg and kicked the doors open. With a jump he was rushing forward. I was right behind him, and although the others seemed a little surprised they reacted by following right along.

Passing through those doors was like being a football team running down a tunnel and emerging into a stadium. We were in a giant ball room filled with fancy set tables and fancy people. A panel dominated a stage near our end, people lined up at a long, elevated table, all facing the audience, with one, fresh-faced and square-jawed man, standing at a central podium elevated above even them.

At the circular tables throughout the room there must have been over two hundred people, in the middle of a bounteous meal that overspilled the table space. Ice sculpture centerpieces dominated each table while Christmas trees dressed in red ball ornaments and silver streamers and angels lined both sides of the room.

Briefly the man on stage continued to speak, though I could not hear what he said over the echoing shouts from Austin.

“Federal officers! Federal officers.” He rushed forward holding up his gun and his badge. “Nobody move, this is a Global Security raid. Federal officers!”

As Austin moved toward the stage I found myself at the focus of the crowd’s attention. It left me stunned for a split second, but then I gathered my wits and started shouting as well.

“No sudden movements! Everyone keep your hands where we can see them. I want all mobiles and cellular phones put out on the table. Everyone! That means you Uncle Moneybags!”

In my place I’m sure Logan would have had a better quip or an insult here. I just shouted this to the old, mustached man at the table nearest me, giving me an incredulous look. When he still did not react I resulted to a louder shout. “Fucking hands where I can see them now!” I pointed my sidearm right at him.

That got a reaction from the whole table. They raised their arms, their shocked looks passing beyond me to the other armed people emerging into the room.

I advanced further into the hall, now with my gun held up at the ready. “Hands where we can see them! Anyone seen trying to get online through a mobile device will be arrested and charged with a violation of the global security act. Keep your,” I whipped around as I caught motion out of the corner of my eye. “I said hands where I can fucking see them!”

One man, at the third table down, was fishing around in his suit pocket for something. In all likelihood it was innocuous, but even as a fake police officer it had me frightened. I rushed up behind him and kicked his chair out from under him in one smooth motion. He collapsed onto the floor.

“Stay down!” I shouted and kept my gun on him as he moved to get back up. “Stay down and do not fucking try anything!”

I looked back at my compatriots and spotted Darren, still holding that bunch of zip-cuffs. I caught his attention and gestured to the man on the ground. Right away Darren moved to cuff him.

All around the hall others were proceeding with similar gusto and getting similar results. Alana managed to look like she had done this before, and Jake managed to accentuate his scarred face with an unhinged look in his eyes. Behind them a second wave of locals was coming in and beginning to cuff everybody, proceeding with an odd variety of hesitation and brusqueness.

“What in the world is the meaning of all this?” a woman asked in my general direction as I swept around the tables toward the back. I was mostly looking for people trying to run out the back or pulling out their mobiles.

“Global Security business. Remain seated.”

“Global security!” She interrupted me at a shout. “I demand to see your badge . . .”

“So fucking help me God lady if you start throwing that paperwork bullshit at me I will have you charged with treason!”

“What? You can’t do that, I know my rights.”

“Resisting arrest!” With a shout that managed to ring above all the other shouting I rushed the woman. It might have looked like I was going to tackle her. Instead I grabbed one of her arms and pulled her over in her chair. She was small enough I almost could have lifted her that way, but instead I sort of flung her, causing her chair to topple over. The woman landed with a painful thud on the floor, her fancy shimmering dress becoming instantly rumpled and unflattering.

I think I knocked the wind out of her, but before she could react I tackled her for real. I forced her onto her stomach, got her hands in mine, and zip-cuffed her.

“You have interfered with an officer of the Global Security Agency in the course of his duties and will be charged accordingly.” As I stood up I looked around at the shocked stares around me. “Do not fucking make me do that again!”

At the front of the room Austin and a few others had succeeded in zip-cuffing everyone at the head table. In that direction I also saw some kind of security detail, bulky men wearing suits and crew-cuts, that had also been arrested and were now sitting on spare chairs just off to the side of the stage. The handsome man who had been speaking when we entered had gotten himself manhandled much like the woman I stood over. He was now laying face down on one of the head tables, squirming even as someone added a second set of zip-cuffs to his hands.

I watched with a little bit of surprise as Kris mounted the podium. Her GSA ball-cap never looked more official. She adjusted the microphone there and surveyed the audience.

“This gala,” she said, her voice overcoming all the other noise in the room, “and this whole operation is a violation of the Working American Response Act, which provides for rationing in this time of national crisis.” She paused and swept that piercing stare of hers across the entire crowd. “You people make me sick! Look at you stuffing your faces when so many are in need. You call yourselves Christians? You hypocrites. We are shutting down this illegal rationing program and seizing all its goods, and I intent to prosecute each and every one of you to the fullest extent of my power. Which one of you is the Department of Cornucopia director?”

She looked about at those arrayed along the head table. With some trepidation a man just off to her left stood up, stumbling a little with his hands cuffed behind his back.

“You’re the director of the rationing program?” Austin asked him. He hesitated again, then nodded just once. “Come with me.”

Manhandling this guy Austin, Kris, and a couple others escorted him out of the hall. I remained, coordinating the rest of our crew as we finished securing the place. At one point some more wait staff came in, wheeling carts of food and looking shocked as they entered the room, having somehow not heard or noticed the commotion already. We cuffed them as well, including one guy that attempted to run. I chased him down and tackled him.

Then I left Alana in charge while I went to check on the others. Out in the lobby I found we had ‘arrested’ a bunch more people, mostly staff of this place, and left them cuffed and gathered around a big natural gas hearth. It was turned off, with no apparent supply to turn it on, and made the place all the colder for its existence.

Our own people were scurrying about, hauling out crates of food they had found. Looking outside I saw Austin speaking to a couple of paramilitary officers accompanied by a heavy-armored drone. They all stood out in the street, impervious to the people rushing past with crates of food to pass to the waiting crowd.

Seeing that heavy drone, I felt a surge of panic, wondering if this was the moment when this whole ruse would burst. I considered going out there to help Austin, but it occurred to me I was just as likely to foul something up.

Instead I pressed on across the lobby. Here I found a section of former hotel rooms that had been converted into offices. Most of these were empty this time of night. I did not know if any of us had swept through them, but I did so myself quickly, looking both for anybody hiding from our raid and for the location of the vault.

I ran into Logan, rushing back from the entrance with a large duffle bag over one shoulder, and fell in with him. “Did you see Austin out there?” I asked in a hushed voice.

“I did.”

“Trouble?”

“He’s got it handled. Bigger problem in here.”

We entered an office toward the back of the hotel. I suspect it may have once been a workout room, but now housed a series of desks, a row of old, bulky computer servers, and the vault. The vault itself was free standing, the size of a big closet. I had no idea how they got it in here, unless perhaps it was welded together in place. The welding seems around its edges looked ragged and uneven, and the concrete base in which it was embedded was an amorphous lump sitting on the floor.

Most of our core group was gathered in here, along with the director I had seen escorted from the gala. He was strapped to a chair in front of the vault door.

“Explosives are here,” Hannah said to him. “Looks like your last chance to cooperate.”

“I tell you our rationing program is perfectly legal.”

“Tell it to the judge,” Logan said as he set down the duffle bag in front of the vault and set about unpacking. Within he had some of the same explosives we had used to blow the basement vault in Louisville.

“I will, and when I do I will be exonerated and I will have all your badges.”

I wanted to say something here, to ask if this guy really did not get it, did not realize we weren’t real GSA. Then it occurred to me this might be pretty close to how the real GSA operated, assuming the worst stories I’d heard about them were true.

“Let’s just remember,” Logan said, “when we set off the charges, to get this guy out of the room. It would suck if we didn’t and he was exposed to the blast.”

“You think you can threaten me?”

“I am threatening you,” Logan looked right at him. “Accidents happen all the time during these things. Guy looked like he was going for a gun. We had to make the call.”

“You can’t threaten me, I’m . . .”

Logan cut him off with calm nonchalance. “You’re what? Not an elected state official, I’m told. Not even an official in a legal government.”

“I am part of the legitimate government of this state. Everything we’ve done has been perfectly legal, which is more than I can say for you, threatening someone who’s . . .”

“I’m sorry, what now? You’re saying we can’t threaten someone we’ve arrested.”

“This is police brutality!”

“Police brutality? Sir, we’re cops trying to do our jobs. You support law enforcement, don’t you? You wouldn’t want to disarm our police, make their jobs impossible. I thought you were an upstanding citizen who had acted perfectly legally. If that’s true what do you have to hide? Why aren’t you cooperating and opening this safe for us.”

The director just stared, holding Logan’s gaze before turning away. Logan went back to wiring up the explosives.

“So you’re for sure not going to open the vault for us?” Kris asked the director.

“Definitely not. Do your worst.”

“Acting foolish won’t make us think you’re brave,” she smiled. “Let’s gag him and lock him in the utility closet next door for now.”

“What?”

“We’ll leave you in the room with the vault if you really want.”

He said nothing more as Brandon and Hannah gagged him, then hefted him up, chair and all, and carried him out of the room.

Logan was working fast planting the charged explosives. “You guys should probably clear out as well,” he said. “Safety first.”

Out in the hall we met with Austin, who despite the chill in this part of the building was sweating profusely.

“We dodged a bullet,” he said. “There was a National Guard patrol outside.”

“What happened?” Kris asked.

“I had to let them scan my badge.”

“And?”

“There system was down, couldn’t connect to the server. They moved on, but it’s only a matter of time before they do get connected. I assume the National Guard doesn’t have the same inter-connectivity problem with the locals as the GSA does.”

“You hear that Logan?” Kris called in to the vault room.

“Hold on.”

“How long do you think we have?” Kris asked of Austin.

He just shook his head. “We should get out of here as soon as possible.”

A couple minutes went by while we stood out in the hall, waiting with the tension mounting. At last Logan emerged. He shooed us all a little ways down the hall, then pulled out a little radio trigger and set off the explosives.

The bang this time was a lot louder than I remembered. We rushed back down to the office to find the vault door blown cleanly open.

“You’re good at this,” Hannah said to him. Logan just smirked.

He was not good enough, however, to leave the contents of the vault untouched. As we moved in through a bit of smoke we saw a little fire start to burn. Charlotte rushed forward, pulling off her jacket to smother it, and a moment later Logan arrived carrying a fire extinguisher from the hall.

Once all this was cleared we found that the vault was filled with boxes, and each box was filled with paper. Much like the corporate script we had found in the safe in Louisville, this stuff looked like fake money. Closer examination revealed the paper to be ration coupons, printed with the official seal of the Evangelic State, a red and white striped cross surrounded by an overly elaborate series of pictures and symbols I did not have time to absorb.

“This is it,” Logan said, grabbing a box and handing it to me. “Take the money and run.”

“Let’s start rounding up our people,” Austin said, pointing at Charlotte and Kris. “You guys, we don’t have time for multiple trips, grab everything you can and let’s roll.”

Taking a step into the safe Logan began handing the shoe-box sized packages out to me, and I in turn passed them out to others. Noah appeared at my side with a large duffle bag, and I stuffed more of the packages into this, and more still got crammed into the duffle bag that also carried our explosives. Brandon and Hannah got a shocking number of the packages held on their big shoulders.

Then we were out. By this point the pretense of being legitimate federal agents was slipping away. We rushed through the hallways at just short of a run.

Out in the front lobby there were still some of our group moving about. A couple dozen cops and hotel staff were sitting among the couches and chairs of the lobby, hands cuffed behind their back and blank expressions on their faces. I avoided making eye contact.

Outside the storm was picking up, having turned into soft, fat snowflakes coming down at a steady stream. I took my duffel bag and arm-load of packages and went for the closest black van, tossing everything into it’s open back.

Kris arrived right behind me to toss in her own armload. Then she turned, looked around, and rushed across the street. I started to call to her, but then instead followed after.

She came up to the opposite side walk to stand right in front of Debs. The old woman remained at the front of the crowd even as snow accumulated on her shoulders and her drawn hood.

“We’re taking off,” Kris said, “before the National Guard shows up. The vault and the storerooms are all open. Have your people grab everything they can.”

To this Debs just clasped Kris’ hands in her own and nodded vigorously. Kris gave her a thumbs up, then moved to head back across the street.

In front of the hotel building Austin was directing our own people into the vans. “Do we have everybody?” Kris asked him.

“Charlotte is getting a count. Everyone else should load up.”

I crammed into the back of a van with Darren and Hailey. We got the back door closed and then sat there, waiting in a tense silence.

Around us the crowd was already flowing forward, moving between the vans to get into the building. I worried that too many people clogging the street could block our escape, but it also occurred to me they could equally block anybody coming for us.

At last Logan and Charlotte emerged from the hotel. Along with Austin and Kris they rushed up and loaded into the front of our van. Logan was not even into his seat when Austin got the thing into gear and started wending his way through the crowd.

A minute later we were through the mass of people and turning off this central, brightly lit thoroughfare. The dark streets of northern downtown engulfed us. As the hotel disappeared from view I let out an audible breath that seemed to release all the tension in the van. Kris looked over at me and chuckled at how loud my sigh had been, and then everyone started laughing.

*     *     *

Moving north from the abandoned mall brought us deeper into the riot-scarred parts of the city. Buildings here were either burned out husks or abandoned shells, and all that differentiated the two were the scorch marks that were only visible as car headlights swept across them.

My mind was still buzzing from the raid. It had lasted less than twenty minutes, between entering the hotel and pulling away, yet it seemed so much longer than the two hours since. It was surreal, as if I had only been half there, my memory of it filled with out-of-focus details.

Our caravan was down to just two black vans, Darren and Hailey the only locals still accompanying us. We were moving in stops and starts down a dark road. Anywhere we saw a trash can fire or other signs of some destitute camp Kris would signal a stop. I would hold my breath each time as she leapt out with a wad of food coupons in hand. She hurried over toward each group with her hands up, often calling out a ‘hello’ if it was not clear they had seen our vehicles already. Usually she never got very close. She would approach, hold up the coupon wad, set it down, then scamper back to the truck. Sometimes she would add a ‘Merry Christmas’ or ‘From Santa’ before turning to go.

Toward the end of this road we arrived at some kind of scrap yard that served as our rendevous point. Lucas waited by himself just outside its gate. He came up to look in and ensure it was us, that directed us around the back.

Parked in an empty lot, accessed through an alley, were our vehicles. The three other fugitives from Spiderhead waited outside, having served as drivers to take our convoy out here to relative safety.

We had unloaded most of the coupons we absconded with up at Debs’ mall, and our remaining fuel coupons had already been converted into multiple gas cans filled with diesel and regular gasoline. The Beast and the pickup were both refueled with enough left over that we had to rearrange some in the pickup bed to store the rest. The other coupons we still had came in stacks of boxes that we loaded into the back of Jake’s rover.

For the next leg of the journey Darren rode with us up front in the armored truck, guiding Logan through these rutted and icy streets. The precipitation outside fell somewhere between rain and sleet, coming and going in bursts.

Further north we arrived at a two-story tall elementary school that was the most intact buildings I had seen in a while. Darren directed us to a parking lot around back.

There were a few cars parked here, all wrecks. There were a couple double door entrances, both lit by building lights, and both looking like they had been broken off their hinges and poorly reset. The lights though did indicate this building had working electricity.

All of us unloaded from the armored truck, and seeing this everyone else started getting out of the vehicles behind us. I circled around to join Logan just as a man emerged from the double doors and stumbled out toward us.

“What the fuck is this?” His voice was raspy. Logan shown a flashlight on him, revealing a disheveled looking man in a torn coat and dirty sweatshirt. A handgun was tucked halfway into his waistband, but his vacant eyes and unkept beard made him look anything but threatening.

“Evening,” Logan said cheerfully.

Behind me Hailey and Darren stepped forward, holding lights of their own. Hailey turned her flashlight up to illuminate their faces. “It’s us,” she said.

“You’re Ruby’s people,” the man stopped his advance and examined the two of them, highlighted in the flashlight beams and the rain. “What the fuck? This is our territory, you can’t . . .”

He was interrupted by something thrown at him. A wad of paper struck him right in the chest. He coughed as if hit by a more substantial weight, flinched backward, but then reacted fast enough to catch the package.

The man stood shocked, then held up the papers, staring at the stack of ration coupons. Slowly his gaze moved back up to Darren who, having just thrown the wad, now started walking forward again.

“Merry Christmas,” Kris said, moving up alongside the locals with an armful of coupon boxes.

“What the fuck?” the man asked, but our vanguard was already passed him.

Logan and I fell in line behind the others. “Spend it all at once,” Logan said to the man. “Who knows when they’ll change the rules on us again.”

We continued forward into the former elementary school. There were more lights in here, but not many, leaving side rooms and long stretches of hallway cast in shadow. Darren and Hailey led the way down a long hallway. As we went our large group attracted attention from more denizens. They emerged armed and disheveled looking, with confused stares as we passed.

“The Red Cross Resistance has arrived,” Hailey called out in a strong, echoing voice.

As we went Kris tossed more banded wads of ration coupons toward these people, emptying out one box, then tossing that aside right as Grant appeared next to her to hand her another.

This hallway ended in a wide lobby area near the front of the building. Once we arrived here the people following us were joined by more emerging from other hallways. Among them I saw a lot of scowls, and a lot of handguns stuffed in waistbands underneath coats.

Darren and Hailey came to a stop, and our little group huddled up on one side of the lobby, surrounded now and at the central focus of a small crowd.

The whole place fell silent. It was no warmer in here than outside, and I looked about to see a hundred or so exhaled breaths turning to vapor from the staring locals.

Kris took a step forward, making herself the sole center of attention. She swept her gaze over the crowd, letting them see the brightness and intensity of her stare. “Everybody,” her voice projected through the lobby and branching halls with a strange echo. “I apologize for disturbing everyone at this hour. We have food coupons, electricity coupons, medical coupons, and some others for everybody. They’re yours. Just come and claim some. The only thing I ask, if anybody asks you, don’t tell them we were here. You’ve never heard of the Red Cross Resistance, never seen or met us, and you found these coupons in an abandoned building somewhere.”

Kris took one of the boxes from a stack Charlotte was carrying. She opened it and took out some of the wrapped paper wads, tossing them to a cluster of people near the front door. Then she held up the box and dropped it at her feet.

“Somebody just left these ration coupons here,” she said. “They don’t belong to anybody. Come claim them. There’s plenty for everybody, just laying around here, I have no idea how they even got here. Might have been Santa Claus. Just like me he doesn’t exist, so that’s as good an explanation as any.”

She was now taking the boxes of ration coupons and tossing them around. As she did she started to circle around the lobby, scattering the things about. Soon enough the rest of us were getting in to it as well. We did not wait for Kris to grab the boxes we had carried in but instead just tossed them out ourselves.

“Don’t rush,” Kris said, “everyone will get some. It’s Christmas after all.”

Despite her concern there did not seem to be any danger of a greed fueled stampede. Everyone was instead looking confused and hesitant. A few people came down a nearby stairwell and approached us, a sunken eyed woman among them coming forward to pick up one of the boxes.

“These are real!” she said as she shuffled through the paper contents.

“All of them are real,” Kris said, “but we aren’t. These boxes just appeared here. Remember that, nobody knows where they came from.”

“Don’t crowd in,” Logan said to this little group as he followed behind our leader. The automatic rifle slung low on his hip said as much as his warning. “Plenty for everyone.”

We continued like this, moving through the lobby, through side doors to an auditorium and a cafeteria, walking up the stairs to the next floor. There was an even bigger crowd up here. I unshouldered my own rifle, giving evil looks to anybody that looked like they were about to start a mad scramble to grab as much of the ‘money’ as they could. Still the confusion, prompted I think by the suddenness of our arrival and the proclamations Kris kept making, seemed enough to keep a rush at bay.

Instead I began to see expressions of jubilance or exhausted joy. One group, perhaps a family though I could not figure out the exact relations, just a collection of people of varying age categories, gathered around a box some teenage girl had sat down and opened. They looked at the coupons she held up to them, then sank to their knees around her, hugging and crying.

Another man, after picking up a box, rushed forward to Kris. “Thank you,” he said, reaching for her hand to shake it. “Thank you so much.”

Kris yanked her hand away. “Don’t thank me. I don’t even exist. Who knows where this money came from. Santa? Jesus? Christmas miracle?” She shrugged. “Thank them if you like. Or Buddha, Allah, Elvis, Cthulhu, whoever. None of them may exist, but then neither do I, so it’s all the same.”

“Sure, sure, whatever you say. Just,” he went as if to shake her hand again, then stopped and let his arm go limp. “Thank you.”

This got Kris to break for a brief second, sighing and, just slightly, rolling her eyes. Then though she was right back at it, issuing her proclamations and tossing out ration coupons.

After all this we ended up wandering back down the hall to where we first entered, leaving all these confused and enriched people puzzling and rejoicing in our wake. Our group formed up in a little circle just inside the rear school entrance.

“So that was the last of it,” Veronica said.

“We didn’t save any for ourselves?” Jake asked.

“We have plenty of food,” Logan said, “and enough fuel to get to Springfield. Beyond there these are just worthless paper.”

“I wish we could have spread it out more,” Kris said.

This got a shocked intake of breath from Hailey. “Kris,” she said. “What you’ve done here is wonderful.”

“I meant, like physically. I would have liked to drop more off at random little groups while we kept driving.”

“That would have taken too long,” Logan said, “and wasted gas as well.”

“You have somewhere you need to be?”

“Yes, out of this city. And I’d like to sleep and eat sometime myself tonight if at all possible.”

“Is this a safe place to set up for the night?” I asked.

“As safe as any,” Darren said. “The police can only track us as far as the rendevous.”

“Do you guys need a ride home?” Logan asked.

Hailey shook her head. “They might track us there as well. Best we stay here tonight.”

“What about all your other people?” Alana asked. “Back at the mall.”

“They can take care of themselves,” Darren said. “There’s nothing incriminating on them anyway.”

“Except a bunch of stolen ration coupons,” Lucas said.

“They’ve spent those already,” Hailey laughed. “All of these will be spent by morning, I’m certain.”

“So we’re staying here tonight?” I asked again.

Kris looked over her shoulder at the long hall with its dim lights. “Might as well.”

“I’ll go let them know,” Hailey said, gesturing back toward the lobby. “I’m sure it’ll be fine, just find an empty spot to camp out.”

“This room right here is empty,” Darren pointed to the first room in this hallway, a dark classroom that had been stripped down to the base layer beneath the carpet.

We hauled in stuff from the vehicles to set up in this bare room. I quickly realized that the reason our room was unoccupied was that it must have been the least insulated one in the building. Though it seemed a little silly, I set up my tent on the bare floor for extra warmth.

With everything fully fueled and charged we took advantage and used the oven in the Beast to cook dinner that evening. The freeze-dried dinner tasted better than it should have after such a long, exhausting day, but it still made me miss the Egg at the Vineyards. Nobody really talked as we ate, and afterwards everyone just set about laying out bedrolls or finding whatever place they could to sleep.

I climbed inside my tent and burrowed into my thick arctic sleeping bag. Once I had all these layers surrounding me, shutting out all external light, I thought I might fall asleep right away, but as soon as I was settled I was struck by a sudden impulse. I pulled out my flashlight and then squirmed around enough to reach the pocket in my pant leg. From this I at last got out the latest spiral notebook Kris had given me. I flipped through it to the chapter where I had last left off, got my flashlight tucked by my neck, shining upward, and started to read.
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BOOK 1

1

In the years of plenty and power in America one of its rulers, a corpulent president, gave a great festival for thousands of his fellow politicians and various benefactors and constituents. The festival involved great displays of wealth and the giving of expensive and frivolous gifts. The president had everything he could plated in gold, he threw away napkins of silk, burned furniture and clothes after a single day of use, and lavished electronic gadgets and automobiles as gifts upon his supplicants.

At the end of the festival there was a banquet where they drank much wine and spirits. As they were drinking the president ordered more food and wine to be brought, and so more was brought in. Then everyone was sated and unable to eat or drink more, but still the president ordered more brought in, and so more food and wine was brought. Then there was much leftover, and some said this should be given to the poor, but the president forbade it, and the food and wine was wasted instead.

Suddenly everyone noticed that something had been drawn on the plaster of the wall. None had seen this happen and so were confused and frightened, for the writing contained great portent, though none could interpret it.

The president summoned his advisers, priests, and consultants. Then he said to these leaders of America, “Whoever reads this writing and tells me what it means will be appointed to a high position and given great wealth and power.”

Then all the president’s wise men came in, but they could not read the writing or tell the president what it meant. So the president became even more terrified and his face grew more pale.

A servant among them, though, had an idea, and spoke this to one of the advisors, who immediately claimed credit. “Don’t be alarmed!” he said “There is a man in America who has a rational mind to glimpse the Mind of God. He has been found to have insight and intelligence and wisdom. He is called Daniel, and president’s past have appointed him to high positions because they found him to have a keen mind and knowledge and understanding, and also the ability to interpret data, explain riddles and solve difficult problems. Call for Daniel, and he will tell you what this image means.”

So Daniel was brought before the president and asked to interpret the writing.

“It is a scientific graph,” Daniel said, “that some call the hockey stick. It shows how the temperature of the world has increased over the course of time, and it is flat for much of time because temperature did not change, but at this end it ascends vigorously as the world has become enfolded in heat.”

“Surely this cannot be true,” the president said. “I will not believe it.”

Then Daniel answered the president, “I am your humble servant, Mr. President, but this is the only reasonable way to interpret the data.”

The president replied to Daniel, “This is what I have firmly decided: If you do not tell me what this data means with an interpretation I like, I will have you cut off and all you have built turned into piles of rubble. But if you tell me an interpretation I like, you will receive from me gifts and rewards and great honor. So tell me what the data means and interpret it for me.”

Once more Daniel replied,  “I am your humble servant, Mr. President, but this is the only reasonable way to interpret the data.”

Then the president answered, “You have conspired to tell me wicked things I do not want to hear and to not let me hope the situation will magically change. So then, tell me the data that is pleasing, and interpret it as I like.”

Then Daniel said, “Mr. President, this is not a mystery revealed to a select few, and the interpretation did not come to me because I have greater wisdom than anyone else alive. The writing on the wall is plain for anyone to read and understand.”

 

2

It pleased the president to ignore Daniel and appoint charlatans and purveyors of falsehoods as new advisors. These men assured the president that the writing on the wall meant nothing because no such thing was written on the scrolls they arbitrarily chose to be holy. “Give praise to our god,” they said, “and no calamity will befall you.”

Now Daniel went off and was not ruined but distinguished himself among those with eyes to see.

At this, the advisors tried to find grounds for charges against Daniel in his conduct, but they were unable to do so. They could find no corruption in him, because he was trustworthy and neither corrupt nor negligent.

Finally these men said, “We will never find any basis for charges against this man Daniel unless we make unjust laws.”

So these advisors went to the president and said: “The advisors, politicians, consultants, and governors have all agreed that there should be an edict and enforce the decree that anyone who reads the data and interprets it in ways the president does not like will have blasphemed against god and shall be cast out.”

So the president issued a decree saying that his advisors were right and Daniel was wrong and that all must give praise to his god, and that any that blasphemed this god by reading the data and seeing Daniel was correct in his interpretation was a traitor who loved animals and the environment more than people, and would therefore be thrown into the den of a fierce creature as punishment.

Now when Daniel learned that the decree had been published, he went home to his upstairs room and started writing. Day and night he wrote, and when he was done he published his own decree, explaining the data and showing how his interpretation was correct.

Then the advisors found this decree from Daniel, and they showed it to the president.

So the president gave the order, and they arrested Daniel and threw him into the den of fierce predators. A stone was brought and placed over the mouth of the den.

At the first light of dawn, the president and his advisors hurried back to the den. When he came near, he called to Daniel, “Daniel, blasphemer of the true god, has your precious knowledge been able to rescue you from the fierce beasts?”

Daniel answered, “It has. For your own failed stewardship of the world has already driven all the fierce beasts to extinction. There are none here but bones, and none that could harm me.”

Then Daniel, having survived the punishment, was released and prospered the rest of his days.
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Because he was angry at the triumph of Daniel and how it exposed his own stupidity, the president ordered his advisors to make images of their own, using data they would make up, and to write this on walls everywhere.

The president then proclaimed: “all peoples and nations are commanded to acknowledge my data as the truth. Whoever does not will have blasphemed against the true god and will immediately be thrown into a blazing furnace.”

Therefore, many nations and peoples right away agreed that the president’s data was correct and the real data a lie of the devil.

After this the president felt self-satisfied, and so journeyed to vacation at his summer home, where he was contented and prosperous.

As he slept that night though the president had a dream, and the images and visions that passed through his mind terrified him.

In the dream the president looked, and there before him stood a tree in the middle of the land. Its height was enormous. The tree grew large and strong and its top touched the sky; it was visible to the ends of the earth. Its leaves were beautiful, its fruit abundant, and on it was food for all. Under it the wild animals found shelter, and the birds lived in its branches; from it every creature was fed.

In this vision the president then saw one who was clothed in white. He held a book with a cross in one hand, and in the other a fiery sword. He called in a loud voice: “This is the tree of evolution, and from its branches grow all the things I arbitrarily dislike. From it grows the freedom to choose that which I would not, to think things proscribed by my preferred book, to live as I find gross.

“We shall cut down the tree and trim off its branches; strip off its leaves and scatter its fruit. Let the animals flee from under it and the birds from its branches. But we shall let the stump and its roots, bound with iron and bronze, remain in the ground, in the grass of the field.”

Then the figure clothed in white began to hack at the tree with his fiery sword. The branches and their fruit fell to the ground and were scattered away by the wind. Those who sought shelter under the tree were exposed. They were scorched by the sun and drenched by the rain and found no relief.

“Glory!” cried the one in white who destroyed the tree. “Glory to god or the gods or the angels or the holy places or the sacred books or whatever.”

Then in his dream the president joined those who had sought shelter under the tree. He too was drenched by the rain. Then all those who had sought shelter under the tree were left out in the field, to live with the animals among the plants of the earth. Then those so left out had their minds changed from that of humans and were given the minds of animals, and they had no thought and saw no glimpse of reason or wisdom.

Then the president awoke and was greatly perplexed for a time, and his thoughts terrified him. So he said to himself, “do not let the dream or its meaning alarm you. For surely the dream applies to my enemies and its meaning to my adversaries! I shall never be driven away from people to live with the wild animals; never will I eat grass like the ox and be drenched by the rains until my hair grew like the feathers of an eagle and my nails like the claws of a bird. Is not this the great America that I have built, by my mighty power and for the glory of my majesty? For surely I am the greatest president of the greatest nation in all of history, and never shall I be brought low by the loss of something as insignificant as a tree.”

So thinking this, and having refilled himself with pride, the president went back to sleep.
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Being a vision experienced in the wilderness, one night while staring up at the stars, seen as a glimpse into the pure reason that is the true mind of God, the God that is all things throughout all time, and which dwells on the level of the cosmic and cares not for human affairs.
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Upon the earth there stood an empty throne. A rainbow that shone like a diamond encircled the throne, and within this stood four living beings. The first being was a clockwork man, made of gears and springs. The second was a bull headed man who was given a bow and a quiver of arrows. The third had the face of a woman but without eyes, and held aloft a torch in one hand and scales in the other. The fourth was an eagle bearing a sprig of olive. Surrounding them all were eyes without bodies, staring out in all directions.

Then there appeared among the people a Lamb, resplendent in silks and golden jewelry, with rings of many gems and a golden crown. Following the Lamb was a procession of twenty-four prophets, each wearing angel wings fashioned from paper and wax, with halos of shining gold affixed to the horns that grew from their heads, and each carrying a book upon which they wrote. Following them was a great procession adorned in cloaks and hoods of white who bowed down and gave glory to the Lamb and the Horned Prophets. The people who saw this procession bowed down, for they were awestruck by the shining glory of the Lamb, and the multitude in white were given golden crosses, which they held in front of their faces as they chanted, “Holy, holy, holy is the Lamb our Lord Almighty.”

When the procession came before the empty throne they were stopped by the living beings. “You are no lamb,” they said, “for your crown is not a crown but horns of gold, and your rings are not rings but jeweled claws. Those who have eyes can see, you are a demon.”

Then the Lamb said to the Horned Prophets, “is my crown a golden horn?”

The prophets replied, “no such thing is written in our books.”

Then the Lamb said to the prophets, “are my rings jeweled claws?”

The prophets replied, “no such thing is written in our books.”

Then the Lamb said to the multitude in white, “Think you I a demon?”

The multitude replied, “No, you are our lord and savior.”

Then the Lamb cast off its false skin so that all could see its true form, with eyes blazing like fire, feet like bronze glowing in a furnace, a coat of fur like flowing shadow, and a voice like thunder. From the Lamb Demon came flashes of lightning, rumblings and peals of thunder. The Lamb Demon struck forward and cast down the Living Beings, destroying them and devouring their flesh, then sat upon the empty throne, surrounded by the Horned Prophets and the multitude in white.
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In that time a great sign appeared on Earth: a woman clothed with the bounty of the world, draped in leaves and moss and all the growing things, with the moon under her feet and a crown of twelve stars on her head. She was pregnant and sat beneath a shade tree as she prepared to give birth.

Then another sign appeared on Earth: an enormous Red Beast with rings of carbon on its hands and seven heads with seven flaming crowns. This fiery demon of the ancient world was unleashed on the earth, to spread across the sky and scorch all that it covered. The Beast came upon the woman clothed in the earth and stood in front of her, intent on great violence. One head of the Beast snatched out the child from the woman’s womb, while another head took it and dashed it against the rocks, and with its other heads the Beast raped the woman and fed upon her flesh.

Then war broke out across the world. Angels and spirits fought against the Beast, and the Beast and its demons fought back. The Beast devoured all that it defeated but was never sated. Then from his mouth the Beast spewed water like a river, to overtake all that opposed it and sweep them away in the torrent. But the earth opened up and swallowed all that the Beast had spewed out of his mouth. Then the Beast was enraged at those who defied it and went off to wage war against all those who are good and righteous and honest and kind.
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The Lamb Demon sat upon the throne and ruled over the whole world with its decrees. It applauded the Beast and all that it did. “Now have come the time of my power and authority,” the Demon declared, “for I have triumphed over the world by drinking the blood of the Lamb! Rejoice, oh world and all who dwell on it. But woe to those who do not give me glory, for the Beast has come for you.”

The Great Red Beast continued to ravage the world and devour all it could, but it remained filled with fury, because it knew that its time was short.

 

8

Then the Demon who sat on the throne produced a scroll with writing on both sides and sealed with seven seals. The Demon proclaimed in a loud voice, “Am I not worthy to break the seals and open the scroll?”

“You are most worthy,” said the prophets who surrounded the demon. “For it is written in our books that such will happen, and you will gain great power. Then our tribe will triumph, and we will have victory and inflict cruel punishments on our enemies and all those we hate.”

Then the Lamb Demon opened the first of the seven seals. A voice like thunder said, “Come!” and there appeared a white horse! Its rider was resplendent in his officers’ uniform. He held a saber in one hand, a pistol in the other, and he rode out as a marauder, taking all he desired and burning all the rest.

When the Lamb Demon opened the second seal a voice said, “Come!” Then another horse appeared, a fiery red one. Its rider had the power to scorch the earth, to leave every throat parched and every crop withered from heat.

When the Lamb Demon opened the third seal a voice said, “Come!” and there appeared a black horse! Its rider was holding a lightning rod in his hand, and a great storm followed in its wake.

When the Lamb Demon opened the fourth seal, a voice said, “Come!” and there appeared a pale horse! Its rider was skeletal in a great black cloak and wielded a scythe, and death followed close behind.

The four riders were given power to go out upon the earth to kill by violence, famine, disaster, and plague.

When he opened the fifth seal a greater power was given to the Great Red Beast. It exhaled a toxic cloud, that encompassed the earth. Those that breathed it became sick and many fell dead instantly, but those that did not writhed in agony as they struggled for breath.

Then there came under the throne a great crowd. They cried out to the Lamb Demon, “Why must you keep breaking the seals of this scroll? For each time you do we are inflicted with another calamity, and our suffering is more than we can bear.”

“I did not open the seals,” the Lamb Demon said. “Have I opened the seals on this scroll?” he asked of the Horned Prophets.

“It is not written in our book,” they replied, “so therefore you did not.”

“I am not the cause of your calamity,” the Lamb Demon said. “But I shall save you if you fall down and worship me.”

“Will you make sure no more of the seals are broken?” the people asked.

“I solemnly vow that no more seals shall be broken,” the Lamb Demon said

Then the people bowed down and worshiped the Lamb Demon on his great throne, and the demon opened the sixth seal. 

“You promised you would not break any more seals!” the people wailed.

“I did not make such a promise,” the Demon said. “Did I make any such promise?” he asked of the Horned Prophets.”

“It is not written in our book,” they replied, “so therefore you did not.”

“I made no promise, and as you see there is still one seal, so no seals have been broken anyway. Have any of these seals been broken?” he asked the Horned Prophets.

“It is not written in our book,” they replied, “so therefore you did not.”

As the sixth seal was broken all the ice of the world melted away. Oceans rose and drowned the cities of humans, crops withered in the fields and produced no food, and rains came with such ferocity that the sky itself seemed to fall.

Then the people of the earth, the rulers and peasants, the generals, the rich, the mighty, and everyone else, both slave and free, hid in caves and among the rocks of the mountains. They called out, “hide us from the forces of nature that have been unleashed! For the great day of their wrath has come, and who can withstand it?”
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Then the Lamb Demon held aloft the scroll and spoke, and the seventh seal was broken. When it opened there was silence in heaven. Then there appeared a golden light, and it illuminated a shining city upon a hill. In this city there were streets of gold and censers filled with pleasant incense.

The Lamb Demon said, “look, the world is overrun with beasts and horsemen that some fool who is surely not I has unleashed. Let us all claim respite in the shining city upon a hill, for surely we are most worthy of such splendor while those of lesser kind should suffer under the wrath and torment of the forces of nature, as they most likely are at fault for the state of the world anyway. Come now, carry my throne into the shining city upon the hill.”

So the multitude in white bowed down, and they did pick up the throne and the Lamb Demon and carry them forth, and the Horned Prophets went ahead singing praises and reciting gibberish from their scrolls. And the procession entered the shining city upon a hill and found it was filled too with tables laid out in feasts and contained great treasures of gold and gemstones and silks and electronic machines.

Then the multitude celebrated. They ate of the feasts and burned incense in the censers and gave praise to the Lamb Demon and the Horned Prophets who had delivered them this bounty. Then they were given trumpets with which to proclaim the rule of the Lamb for all eternity, and a voice of many colors sang praises to the Lamb Demon and all it’s followers, and the trumpets sounded across the world.
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As the trumpets sounded beasts and monsters, accompanied by great portents, emerged from the east, and there were peals of thunder, rumblings, flashes of lightning and an earthquake.

First came a host of zombies, thousands of thousands, who screamed and wailed in their madness. Each carried a flaming crescent sword that glowed so bright it blinded and burned the one who wielded it. Yet the zombies could not think to drop their burning swords. So they rushed about, swinging their blades without knowing what they smote. And the zombies stuck each other, and themselves, and everything in their path with their burning blades. When they saw that they had stuck down their fellows, they but laughed and let out screams of madness and kept up their indiscriminate slashing.

Then there came a beast which looked like a bear. It had a tail like that of a scorpion, and wings like those of a bat. But its wings were like those of a bat not just in shape but in size, and so were far too small for the beast to fly. It flapped its feeble wings with great ferocity yet no effect, and when it saw it could not fly the beast became enraged. Then it bore its claws and its teeth that glowed with a searing light, and it set off to maul and devour any who laughed at its feeble wings, and everywhere it looked it saw laughter and so sought to kill and devour all it saw.

Then there appeared a beast even more fearsome. A dragon with eight bodies and eight long necks, all converging in a single head. The one head had great curved horns and breathed fire that caused those before it to flee in terror. But whoa to those who stood aside the dragon. For the single head could not by itself hold authority over eight bodies at once. So each body stumbled forward on its own, and they tripped over themselves and trampled all near their path out of their clumsiness. The dragon used its many strong necks to hold its head up high, proclaiming itself sovereign over all it could reach with its powerful voice, but its head was so high it could not see its bodies grinding to dust all it claimed to rule.
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All the people’s of the Earth fled before these beasts and calamities. The people came to the shining city upon a hill, and there they cried out. “Please, allow us to seek refuge with you, for great calamities engulf the world.”

Then the inhabitants of the city came to the Horned Prophets and the multitude in white and said, “the people below our hill wish to come in and despoil our paradise. Come, use your power to drive them away.”

So the multitude in white went and gave praise to the Lamb Demon. And the Demon had them construct for him an altar of gold, with gems encrusting it on all sides and wine spilling over it like a waterfall. Then in front of this alter was placed a golden censer, and it was filled with great amounts of incense. The smoke of the incense went up and filled the shining city upon the hill, and all those in the city were intoxicated with its aroma. Then the Lamb Demon took the censer and hurled it upon the earth.

Where the censer landed there appeared a great cloud, and from this cloud there emerged a great threshing machine. “Go forth,” the Lamb Demon said, “go forth and reap, for the harvest is ripe.”

Then the machine belched smoke and rumbled to life, and swept outward in a widening gyre, reaping and consuming all in its path, and those caught up by it were torn apart in the machine’s infernal workings.

When the multitude in white saw this they were shocked, for even the carnage of the Red Beast and the Horseman did not seem as cruel and violent. But the Lamb Demon said, “come, come, it is of no concern to us. For those not clad in white and dwelling beneath our shining hill are a lesser order. The holy thresher has cleared them away to make room for us. Now we may harvest them and drink the blood and feast upon the flesh our divine machine has delivered unto us.”

And the Horned Prophets cried out, “we shall drink blood and eat flesh and live forever, and we shall be like sons of god, for we are good and powerful.”

“The ends justify the means,” the multitude in white intoned as they descended to gather the harvest of their thresher machine.

“Surely our god intervenes in our lives,” the Horned Prophets said, “and would stop this if it were wrong.”

“We are god’s chosen,” the multitude in white intoned, “nothing we do can be wrong.”

And they feasted upon their fellow humans without a care.

 

12

As the trumpets continued to sound and the voice of many colors continued to sing the praises of the Lamb and the people in the shining city on a hill, they continued to call forth all manner of new beasts, each more terrifying and ferocious than the last. The beasts took many forms, with many heads and horns and mouths, and chimeric collections of animal body parts. Some beasts were animals given the minds of humans, and some were humans given the minds of beasts. Winds from all directions churned up the sea to bring forth new beasts, and earthquakes rent the earth asunder to bring forth new beasts, and the sky tore open and new beasts spilled out.

Each time a new beast arose it drove more people from their homes, and more people sought refuge in the shining city on the hill. But the Horned Prophets kept watch at the gate with their scrolls. “Only those whose names are written on our scrolls may enter the shining city,” they declared. Then those who came and brought great wealth would pay it to the Horned Prophets, and the prophets would write the wealthy person’s name on their scrolls. Then the prophets would declare, “your name was written on the scroll at the beginning of time, so you may enter.”

But those who did not have wealth to pay were told, “your name is not written on our scroll and so our god finds you unworthy. Go, for you are detestable in our sight and the sight of god.” Then the people lacking in wealth would be turned away, to be consumed by the thresher machine.
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So the Lamb had the bones of those consumed in the thresher made into a great crown, and he put this on and declared himself the Lamb King.

The Lamb King then did as he pleased. He exalted and magnified himself above every other god humans had created and said things against reason. He showed no regard any god or spirit, or any philosophy or creed, but exalted himself above them all. The king demanded honor for himself as a god of fortresses, who kept out the unworthy from the shining city upon a hill, and as a god of gold and silver, and precious stones and costly gifts, with which he did shower the multitude in white, and as a god of cruelty and brutality to those outside their walls.

Then the multitude in white took palm branches in their hands. And they cried out in a loud voice: “Salvation belongs to our god the Lamb, who sits on the throne.” All the Horned Prophets and the elders and rich men of the world who had come to the shining city upon a hill were standing around the throne. They fell down before the throne and worshiped the Lamb, saying: “Amen! Praise and glory and thanks and honor and power and strength be to our god for ever and ever. Amen!”

And the multitude said, “we have washed our robes in the blood of the innocent, yet the Lamb has made them white. Surely he is the god who will rule for ever and ever. Never again shall we hunger; never again shall we thirst. The sun will not beat down on us,’nor any scorching heat. For he who sits on the throne will shelter us, and we shall serve him day and night in his temple. The Lamb at the center of the throne will be our shepherd; he will lead us always to plenty and bounty, and will wipe away every tear from our eyes.”

Then the Lamb King shouted in a voice that rose to the heavens, “I am your lord and messiah. The kingdom of the world has become my kingdom, and I will reign for ever and ever.”

And the Horned Prophets fell on their faces and worshiped the Lamb, saying: “We give thanks to you, lord god almighty, the one who is and who was, because you have taken your great power and have begun to reign. The nations were angry, and your wrath has come. The time has come for judging the dead, and for rewarding your servants the prophets and your people who revere your name, and for destroying those who defy you.”
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Again the trumpets sounding the glory of the Lamb blasted. With these came great storms and great fires. The earth and the grass and trees were burned up, and the clean waters of the earth turned bitter, and the living creatures of the sea died, and then so too did the living creatures of the land.

A great plague was released upon the world and sickened a great many people. The sickness caused great agony, with ugly, festering sores that felt like the sting of a scorpion all over the body, and those who succumbed wished for death, yet death did not come to them but months of agony. Some of those in the shining city upon the hill became sick too. The Lamb King ordered his Horned Prophets to pray over the sick, but this did not cure them. So the Lamb King declared those who were sick had committed some secret transgression and were unworthy, and all those who were sick with the plague were thrown out of the shining city upon the hill, to be consumed by the beasts and the calamities of the world.
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In the shining city upon the hill the kings of the earth all came to commit adulteries, and the inhabitants became intoxicated on the wines pressed from the blood of the innocent, so that they could all pretend that they saw no evil amongst them, and instead they sang false praises of the Lamb King:

“Great and marvelous are your deeds, Oh Lamb God. Just and true are your ways. Our god has obviously blessed you and made you king of the nations. Who will not fear you and bring glory to your name? For you alone are holy. All nations will come and worship before you, for your righteous acts have been revealed.” 

While outside the shining city upon the hill the actual nations of the world were consumed, and all the peoples were tormented by the Red Beast and all the calamities of the Four Horsemen, and those that approached the shining city were consumed by its infernal machine. So the peoples of the world fled this way and that, always seeking refuge yet never finding succor, as with each move they found a new plague unleashed upon the world and yet another refuge consumed in blight.

The Horned Prophets looked down from their hill and saw this suffering. Yet they drank the wine and declared to the Lamb King, “You are just in the judgment of these, O Holy One; for they are not rich like us and so must be unworthy in god’s eyes, so you have given them torment as they deserve.” 

Yet as those in the shining city drank and spat upon those outside the rest of the world remained plagued. The lands were burned and scorched by the sun, the waters turned bitter and filled with blood, the rivers and fountains dried up, and the works of humans crumbled and decayed.

Then at last all was ruined and there was nothing left to burn, nothing left to destroy, save for the shining city upon a hill itself.
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The calamities of the world at last burned their way up to the gates of the shining city. Waters rose up the hill to consume the city, while sulfur rained down, and there came flashes of lightning, rumblings, and peals of thunder.

Then the multitude in white, and the Horned Prophets, and all the kings and merchants of the world who paid in gold and riches to take shelter in the city, all turned to the Lamb King.

“Save us!” they cried. “Do not let us receive the plagues that have afflicted the world, for surely we bear no responsibility.”

Then the Lamb King rose from his throne and spoke to those outside the gate. “Those who would defile my holy city with their presence have earned my eternal scorn. As the most pure and righteous of all beings and the messiah of the one true god I alone am fit to judge, and you are all low in my sight. I shall pour out upon you from the cup of my wraith.”

Then the Lamb King took its cup filled with putrid water and poured out its contents. Yet this was nothing but putrid water, with no power at all, and seeing this the last of those trapped outside came into the shining city upon a hill, the last refuge in the world, and chasing close behind came the last of the plagues.

In one day the plagues of disease and famine overtook the city, and it was consumed by fire.
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Then the multitude in white had the scales fall from their eyes, and many struck themselves blind when they saw the truth.

“Fallen!” they cried. “Fallen is our great city! It has become a dwelling for demons, a haunt for every impure spirit, every unclean motive, every detestable idea. We all have drunk the maddening wine of the Lamb’s absurdities. The kings of the earth committed genocide from here, and the merchants of the earth grew rich and wallowed in excessive luxuries.”

Then the kings of the earth fell to their knees and wept. “Woe! Woe to you, great city! In one hour your doom has come!”

Then the merchants of the world wept and mourned because people no longer bought their cargo. The fruit once longed for was now gone from the city. All its luxury and splendor vanished, never to be recovered. They wept and mourned and cried out: “Woe! Woe to you, great city, dressed in fine linen, purple and scarlet, and glittering with gold, precious stones and pearls! In one hour such great wealth has been brought to ruin!”

So then all the peoples that were left at last turned to the Horned Prophets, and with great fury set upon them. They seized the prophets and tore off their wings affixed with glue and wax and their halos held aloft with their horns. The people tore the prophets asunder, or else threw them into the infernal machine or cast them down into the rising tides.

After this, at last, the people turned on the Lamb. The set upon it with an ever greater ferocity. The Lamb pleaded and cried out: “Woe, woe is me, for surely I am the least fortunate creature in all the history of the universe. Please, have mercy, take pity, for just once allow me to catch a break.”

Yet the people did not listen. They tied down the Lamb and tore apart its skin to spill its entrails. Yet as a demon and a creature of lies the lamb had no inner substance, and once its skin was gone it collapsed in a husk and ceased to exist.
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The shining city upon a hill though was ruined. The music of harpists and musicians, pipers and trumpeters, was never heard there again. No worker of any trade was ever found there again. The sound of a millstone was never heard there again. The light of a lamp never shone there again. The voice of bridegroom and bride was never heard there again. By the magic spell of the Lamb all the nations were led astray. In its city was found the blood of the good and righteous and innocent, who had been slaughtered in its name. The smoke from its ruins goes up for ever and ever.
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With that those who had been cast out turned on the multitude in white. Their leaders were thrown alive into a fiery lake of burning sulfur. The rest were sent out, to be killed by the plagues spreading in the wake of the four riders, and all the birds gorged themselves on their flesh.

But the dragons and beasts and horrid riders and all the terrible things unleashed by the cruelty and stupidity of the Lamb Demon and its followers were still bound to the earth.

 

20

For a thousand years the plagues circled across the world, killing and tormenting all in their path. Yet no thing is truly for ever and ever. At last the Red Beast was spent. It gave up its last gasp and sank into the abyss, sealed away once again as it was in ancient times, to torment the world no further.

And the four horsemen, the great scourges of humanity, all rode into the abyss as well and were once again sealed away.

Then the people who had hidden so long to avoid the calamities emerged. They went to the ruins of the shining city upon a hill, and there they found the scrolls the Horned Prophets had once written on and read from, the Lamb Demon’s book of lies. And these they burned, for they were so detested by what the Lamb and its prophets and its multitude in white had brought that they wanted to no longer read their words, nor even remember them at all. So all the names, recorded with such great diligence by the prophets who thought themselves good and righteous, were wiped away and forgotten. Like the Lamb Demon itself, they suffered a second death as they passed from memory and ceased to exist.
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Then there appeared on Earth, amidst the ashes and rubble, a being known as the Ancient of Days. Its clothing was as white as snow; the hair of its head was white like wool; and its eyes were like blazing fire, like flaming torches; its body was like topaz; its face like lightning, like the sun shining in all its brilliance; its arms like the gleam of burnished bronze; its legs like fiery pillars;  and its voice like the sound of rushing waters, the sound of a multitude.

The Ancient of Days had, above its head, a halo like a rainbow. This it removed from its head and placed on the earth.

And lo! Where the rainbow was placed there grew a tree. It was the great tree, the tree of evolution, resplendent in its variety, glorious in its reflection of reason. And as before, its height was enormous, its top touched the sky; it was visible to the ends of the earth. There again grew on it beautiful leaves and abundant fruit for all. Under it all the people now found shelter, and from it every creature was again fed.

“How is it,” the people asked, “that the tree that was felled is now grown again, and the world that was lay waste now blooms like a garden.”

But the people looked to rationality, and used their reason to interpret what they saw, and the wisest said, “it is the beginning and the end. From dust to dust, from life to life, all things are destroyed and regrown in their time.”

The people rejoiced, and went to thank this angel, this Ancient of Days, for what it had given them. But when they looked they saw that it was gone.

Instead, atop a hill, there rested upon the earth an empty throne. From this throne flowed the river of the water of life, as clear as crystal, and its pure waters fed the great tree.

As the people watched they saw the throne on the hill became again encircled by a shining rainbow, along with golden lampstands, adorned with jasper and ruby and blazing like the sun. Then there emerged, within this rainbow, the four living beings who guard the throne. Yet none now sought to approach.
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Daniel awoke from this vision to the sound of rain. Those around him did not see any of it, despite the terror that had overwhelmed him. He was left alone, with no strength left, with face deathly pale, gazing into emptiness as he contemplated this great vision and all the questions he still had.

“What will the outcome of all this be?” he wondered. “When will all this come about? And is there anything that can be done before then?”

To the first question, he knew the answer. The outcome would be suffering, a time of distress such as has not happened from the beginning of humankind. There would be death and loss, so much of it unnecessary, and many would suffer and die for no reason, and no reason there ever would be, and those who survived would have no more reason to have lived.

To the second question, he knew of no answer. It seemed it could happen tomorrow, or be pushed off beyond the lives of anyone yet born. Yet as surely as the writing was on the wall, he knew that it must yet come, as certain as cause must be followed by effect.
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So Daniel’s thoughts turned to the last of his questions. There were many who might heed his call, yet the wicked will continue to be wicked. None of the wicked will understand, but those who are wise will understand. Yet what can the wise do, when confronted against such a host of vanity and stupidity.

Then there were all those who longed for the world to end, who believed they would welcome it, for they imagined the end of the world not as the end of themselves but as the events that would destroy their enemies and elevate themselves to the high places they believed they deserved. They saw a crisis of the future through the contrived lens of their wishful thinking. They would wear their ignorance as a shield that prevents them from seeing the true calamity that approaches, and so they would never lift a finger to forestall their own destruction.

Daniel became sullen at these thoughts, for it seemed there was nothing in his power that would change the path that had been set upon by human ignorance.

People saw Daniel going about with his face downcast, and they inquired as to his despondence.

Daniel said, “Blessed are those who clear their minds and look without bias at the world, and use their reason that is their own small embodiment of the Mind of God, for they may yet pass through the fiery gauntlet of the future. Yet there are so many who choose darkness, those who profess in magical thinking, the hypocrites, the myopic self-congratulators, and all those who put faith in arbitrary tales of god. They will see yet refuse to believe, and so they will drag us all into the abyss.”

But the people said, “we believe you Daniel. Our eyes are open. We have faith yet in what you say.”

Daniel said, “faith is nothing but impotent words. It is not enough to have faith, to be wise, to see the truth. Those who are wise must shine like the brightness of the heavens, and those who would lead many to righteousness must gleam like the stars.

“As for me, I will go my way till the end. I will unseal my words and let all with eyes to see read the writing on the wall. And I will go here and there to increase knowledge, for all the good my lonesome effort might do.”

Then the people said, “we are not afraid, Daniel. We will go with you, though even all our efforts combined come to naught. We will shine as bright as we can, and we will resist to the end of the days those who would wallow in ignorance and so weigh us all down and sink us into the abyss.”

“Then let it be so,” Daniel said. “Come. We have much work to do.”

 

 


I don’t know how long I stayed up reading. I finished a chapter and kept going, but fell asleep not long after. I woke up sometime later, maybe very little time, to realize my flashlight was still on. It was off the next time I awoke, though it felt as though I had turned it off and stowed it in a dream.

Sleeping here, on the base concrete floor, was not at all comfortable, despite all the padding I had piled into the bottom of the tent. Like previous times I used the tent I ended up unable to sleep well and got up early that morning. I got dressed, putting on my flak jacket and leather coat, packing up my tent and assembling that into my bag, all by flashlight in the pre-dawn dark.

With that done I looked around and found I had not disturbed any of the others, at least not enough to get them stirring. I thought about finding breakfast, or at least finding some place warm to huddle up, but I knew there was no such place around here.

I thought about going outside to the Beast, to warm up something for breakfast, but I did not want to disturb the people sleeping out there. Instead I slipped out into the hallway, took a seat on the floor, and munched down some dry protein bars I had with me. Sitting like that I managed to lean my head back and nod off again.

I awoke for real that morning to some horrible loud, metallic sound. Right away I was scrambling to get up, moving on automatic while my mind rushed to catch up. I realized the noise was someone talking into a megaphone, but it was unclear in my groggy haze what they were saying.

“Greg,” Logan said. I blinked a few times to clear sleep from my eyes and figure out where we was. He rushed past me, rifle in hands, and gestured for me to follow. I started to do so, then turned back to grab my own rifle.

At the back door Logan crouched down, then cracked it open to peek outside. I slipped up behind him and looked over his shoulder. Outside was a pale grey morning and a slight drizzle. Our armored truck was parked to the left, a part of the brick school building extended out on our right, and in front of us was the Beast, which Lucas had parked at a haphazard angle the night before. It blocked our view of anything on the street beyond.

Logan remained crouched down as he advanced out the door, and gestured for me to do the same. Moving like this we scampered up to the back end of the Beast. Once I arrived I leaned against the Beast and stared into space, trying to organize the words to ask what was happening.

“It’s the police,” Logan said, guessing my question. Then, keeping his head as low as possible, he twisted around to look around the back of the Beast.

I leaned above him to do the same, without nearly as much grace. On the street behind this derelict school was a series of police cruisers, sleek black racing vehicles with sirens on top, along with their companion crowd-control assault drones. The vehicles looked just like the ones the local police had when they stopped to harass us the night before, the encounter where we had realized how effectively we could fake being GSA agents.

“It’s not the GSA,” I said.

“No, locals. Evangelic State,” Logan spoke in a hushed tone.

“What were they just saying before?”

“They were telling us we’re surrounded and demanding we surrender.”

“Are we surrounded?”

“There are more of them out front.”

“So what do we . . .”

My question was interrupted by a loud thunk behind us. We turned to see Crazy Ian stepping out of the Beast’s side door, looking bleary eyed and confused.

Just beyond Ian there was a sudden, loud crunching sound. One of the armored drones, using the snow-plow blade mounted on its front, had rolled forward and now wedged itself into the gap between the front of the Beast and the building extension. Simultaneously, somewhere on our left, I heard a soft thump sound. A tear gas cannister arched over our armored truck to land a few feet from us.

“Run!” Logan shouted.

Right away we were running, but retreating involved moving through the cloud. It stung my eyes and I emerged out blinded, rushing forward in the direction I knew to go without seeing anything in front of me.

I followed behind a moving blur I assumed to be Logan. Through some luck we managed to get back through doors. Even as we did though I began to feel something in my gut, not pain necessarily but a discomfort and a sense of profound unease.

In the hallway some others of our group were now gathered, all of them standing around or looking about in confusion. I saw my bag that I had packed earlier that morning, sitting by the classroom door. I moved to scoop it up, but even as I did a tear gas cannister crashed through the window. Right away a stinging cloud began to fill our classroom.

Ian and Lucas, stumbling and disheveled, came crashing through the double doors behind Logan and I. Austin was with them, driving them forward. “We have to get out of here!” he shouted.

“We’re surrounded!” Logan shouted back.

The intense discomfort I was feeling was spreading to the rest of my body and to the others around me. I saw the Fischers emerge from the classroom, all of them looking like they were about to break down in tears, staring at Logan and I with hopeless looks of desperation.

“Move!” Logan shouted, waving everyone down the hall, toward the front of the school.

All of us headed that way, moving through the halls to get more toward the interior of the school. Around us other people were running about in a panic. I saw another cloud of tear gas filling the school gymnasium as we moved past, the space big enough that the gas was dissipating into it before it could have much effect.

The sense of panic surrounding me surged up over myself, along with the thought that there was no way out of here and we were just delaying the inevitable.

We arrived at a hall outside the school cafeteria. Logan stopped short of entering, instead pausing to look around. I caught my breath and found the sense of my guts being churned and mashed had disappeared. At the same time my head seemed to clear, leaving me to wonder how fogged my brain had been up to this point.

“Guys!” From a doorway further down the hall that lead to the auditorium came a shout. Whipping my head around in that direction I spotted Hailey. Her thick glasses were gone, her hair a snarl, but she rushed toward us with a certainty we definitely needed. “Guys, follow me.”

I did not hesitated to head that way, and quickly realized everyone else was right behind me. She led us down a side hall to an emergency stairwell. Its door was unlabeled and in fact lacked any handle on this side, but was propped ajar by a chunk of concrete.

Through this we entered an unlit stairwell that, to my surprise, went both up and down. Hailey plunged into the darkness, guided, I hoped, by a familiarity we lacked. Without even thinking I grabbed out my flashlight.

We took the stairwell downward in long leaps, descending into a basement I had been unaware existed. At the bottom we emerged into a dark concrete corridor, long enough to swallow the beam of my flashlight in its distance.

“Where are we going?” Kris asked even as Hailey rushed ahead.

“Secret escape route,” she said. I don’t know if anybody other than me heard her as she spoke in a low tone without looking back.

We reached something that looked like a hole blasted into the concrete wall. Hailey turned into this, leading us into a parallel running corridor lined with bricks.

From there the corridor zagged and branched at multiple points, and the hesitation Hailey showed at each of these made me nervous. A few times we entered what looked like the bottom of other flights of stairs, but shining my light up revealed nothing but rubble held up somehow on the next landing, and instead we surged onward through another hole in a wall. One of these lead to something I took to be a sewer, though its central canal was dusty and dry. Another hole in the wall took us into what looked like an underground roadway, an asphalt lined tunnel wide enough for a single traffic lane with an arching brick roof. It dead-ended in a pile of rubble and another hole in the side wall, in turn leading through to a short crawl way and a completely different corridor.

Throughout Hailey kept on without giving anyone a chance to catch their breath or ask questions. I imagined we were no longer beneath the school, but which direction we had headed and where that might be leading us I had no idea.

At last we arrived at a clear flight of stairs. By now we had stopped running, though most of us were still breathing hard. We took the stairs at a slow pace. Back at ground level we emerged through an open doorway into a burnt out structure. The grey of an overcast day filtered in through gaping holes in the exterior walls. The concrete column containing the stairwell appeared to be the only thing intact, though it was completely blackened. Around it there were no other interior walls and gaping holes in the ceiling. Across the open floor there was a field of ash and charred debris.

Hailey did not hesitate here but continued on toward the front of the building at a brisk walk.

“Where are we going?” Kris asked.

“Somewhere safe.”

“Could we just,” Kris said through labored breathing. “Hailey.” She rushed forward and took the woman’s arm, forcing her to stop. The two of them slowly turned back to look at the group they were leading.

All fourteen of us were accounted for, at least. Logan and Austin were armed and wearing their flak jackets, appearing prepared for this whole situation. I was as well, though in my groggy morning condition I had not quite realized it until that moment.

The others were not well off. Brandon and Hannah were dressed but looked disheveled. Jake and Veronica did not even have coats on, and Lucas appeared to be wearing flannel pajamas and bath slippers.

Hailey took us in with her gaze, then cast it back toward the exit again. Outside there was an empty street and a light rainfall coming down from a leaden sky. Otherwise the city around us looked deserted.

“I’m sorry we couldn’t do more,” she said. “We got very little warning this was coming.”

We were all silent. “You got warning?” Lucas asked.

“Mr. North. He contacted the leaders, but it was just a couple minutes. All we could do was have Darren provide a distraction.”

“Darren did what?” Kris asked.

“He went out front. Tried to lead them away or some damn fool thing.” She looked away, out toward the rainy, empty street. “He bought us a little time.”

She trailed off, and all of us just stood there.

“They have our vehicles,” Charlotte said with a crack in her voice. “They have the armored truck.”

Jake stepped over to put an arm around his daughter’s shoulder. The rest of us just stood there, listening to the rain.

“I’m sorry,” Hailey said again.

“No,” Kris said. “This is my fault. The whole raid last night was my idea, that was what caused all this.”

“Without that we would be stuck here anyway with no fuel,” Alana said.

“Guys,” Logan stepped forward, looking out at the empty street as if he expected to see something more. “Let’s not stand around here in the open talking about this. Wherever we’re going, let’s go, now.”

“We should probably wait here,” Hailey turned and walked up to where the front doors of this building had once been. Through the gap she peered out, looking up and down the street. “They’ll be searching for you. For all of us.”

“Is this place safe?” Kris asked.

“No. But it’s probably safer than walking out in the open where we’ll be spotted.”

As if on cue a siren cut through the silence of this neighborhood. Hailey scrambled back away from the windows and gaps in the front of the building, and we all did likewise. We watched as a police rover zoomed past, obviously bound somewhere else and not looking for us. Still it sent a chill through the group in its wake.

“Where are we trying to get to, ultimately?” Logan asked.

“Mr. North is willing to help. We’re going to his place.”

“Isn’t that a big risk for him?” Kris asked.

“It was a big risk selling you guys fuel with stolen ration coupons. Now is the time for big risks, unfortunately.”

*     *     *

We took shelter that morning at the top of the stairwell, since it was the most intact part of the building. Some of us sat down propped up against a wall and fell back asleep. Others sat on the stairs with blank, dead expressions. I felt too overwhelmed and too exposed to try reading anything, especially with Kris sitting next to me, her head leaning against my shoulder, pretending to sleep though I could tell she was not.

Logan was the only one interested in talking at all, and only Hailey could manage to listen to him. The kept a watch outside at the building’s entrance.

Sometime in the early afternoon the storm picked up, though the sun was trying to break through, leaving the sky with a soft, dull grey glow.

“If we head out now,” Logan said, poking his head in through the propped open stairwell door, “the rain might give us a bit of cover.”

There were some apprehensive glances around the group. Among us we had no food and inadequate clothing for the weather.

“How far do we need to go?” Kris asked of Hailey.

“It’s north of here, about three miles or so.”

“Everyone think they can manage that?”

There were some nods and grunts of approval. Without further deliberation we headed out into the storm. The rain was colder than I had expected. I offered my coat to Veronica, who deferred, so I let Jake wear it instead. Part of me regretted having had the forethought to grab my bag as we left, since now I had to carry it, or face the tough decision of ditching it somewhere.

As we walked the ruined and burnt out buildings gave way to livelier ones. There were strip malls with Christmas decorations in the storefronts, tinsel and plastic holly hung on street lights, some nativity scenes in windows. We passed a street with working traffic lights and found ourselves in the parking lot of an open, and crowded, grocery store.

“Does anybody have any money on them, by chance?” Lucas asked.

“You need food ration coupons here,” Hailey said.

“That’s what I meant.”

“We don’t have any left,” Logan said.

“These are probably people we helped,” Alana pointed to the crowd. “Spending the coupons we handed out last night.”

“Suppose they could return the favor now?” Lucas asked.

“Let’s avoid crowds,” Austin said.

All of us agreed with that idea, so we crossed the street and pressed onward.

“Could Mr. North by chance come pick us up here?” Logan asked a half block later.

“Do you have something to call him with?” Hailey asked.

“My mobile can get a signal, but I don’t have any service plan, and I wouldn’t want to risk it being traced either.”

“Could we stop at some public place and call him or message him?” Crazy Ian asked. “A library maybe?”

“There are no public libraries in the Evangelic State,” Hailey said.

“How about a high school?” He pointed to a building we were passing on the other side of the street that looked like a high school except for the razor-wire fence around its perimeter.

“Those aren’t really public buildings. We’d look out of place.”

“Do we not look out of place now?” Veronica asked.

“I mean, more out of place.”

“It can’t be that much farther,” Austin said. “Tough it out.”

“I was more worried about being spotted,” Logan said. “There’s a lot more people going about in this neighborhood. We look out of place just being out here.”

“We can turn off this main street a little ways ahead,” Hailey said.

Beyond the next intersection she led us across a parking lot and around to the back loading docks of a super-store. I was a little surprised to see such a place without refugees or campers and improvised houses surrounding it, to see such a place looking normal, or at least what had once been considered normal. There was even one end of the lot given over to selling Christmas trees, with a full stock of short, full bodied evergreens.

Circling around the store though revealed the thin facade this was. There were cracks in the foundation that extended up the sidewalls nearly to the roof, and in the back the open loading bay doors gave us glimpses into the empty storage room inside. At a couple points there were apparent leaks in the ceiling, enough to create steady trickles of water spilling out onto the loading ramps.

Past the loading docks we moved through an open gateway into a narrow alley, which in turn opened out onto a suburban street. The houses here looked deserted in a subtle way, somewhat overgrown, with peeling paint or missing roof shingles or broken windows, rather than being outright ruins.

Further on the deserted houses became less frequent, replaced by more up kept ones.

The house Hailey led us to at last was not large or notable. It was a simple two story, big garage door in front place, reminding me of the house where I rented a room from Jim and Maggie, so long ago. There was a black rover, like the ones from the auto-cab garage, parked in the driveway. This gave me pause, but Hailey seemed unperturbed. She went right up across the lawn to the front door and rang the doorbell.

It was a long while before anybody answered. The rain persisted, seeming to come down with a little more intensity as soon as we stopped walking. At last I heard the unlatching of several deadbolts, and the door opened to reveal the Santa Clause-figure of Mr. North, dressed in loose fitting sweats and a wool hat without his glasses.

He stared, opened the door wider, and stared some more.

“Hello Ed,” Hailey said, leaning forward as if he might not see her.

“You made it.”

“We did.”

“Well,” Eddy looked about at our sorry group. “Come in, come in.”

He ushered us into the house. It had a front room that looked impeccable, with a clean, sprawling couch, a cleared coffee table, some Renaissance paintings on the walls. Beyond this though it opened into a dining room that I could see was a mess, stacked with computer equipment and papers and empty food containers. The two rooms looked like they belonged in completely different houses.

Ed led us into the dining room and equally messy kitchen. I was glad, not wanting to touch anything in the brightly clean front room. All of us found chairs around the long dining table or the kitchen island or, in the case of Crazy Ian, on a ratty bean bag in one corner. The chair count actually left us one short, but Kris was still standing, having followed Ed into the kitchen side. Stacked here were dirty pans and cooking implements and all the various accouterments for preparing a large meal. There was something baking in the oven, and I noticed pans with mashed potatoes and stuffing and fluffy biscuits. Cans of cranberry sauce stood in a state of being opened and deposited into a large bowl.

“Uh, I,” our host again looked about at our whole group. “Can I get you anything?”

“Mr. North?” Kris stepped up next to him. “Ed. Are you,” she leaned in to his personal space. “Are you alright?”

He took a step back and looked at her, blinking a few times. Then he reached onto the counter to retrieve a pair of big round glasses. With these he examined Kris anew.

“In all honestly, no,” he said.

“What’s wrong? You look . . .”

He held up a hand for her to stop, then glanced around at the rest of us. With a sigh he took off his glasses again. Then he removed his wool cap. He was bald underneath, his head a clean reflective dome. It stood out, and made me feel stupid for not noticing it when we met him before. Except then I realized I had not noticed because he had been wearing a wig. It was located on a wig stand among the clutter of the kitchen, where he also now deposited the hat.

As we continued to watch he shed more of his disguise. Getting a finger up under one corner of his sideburn he began to peel away his beard. The fake beard he wore was well done, its backing transparent. As it came away it revealed skin underneath that was covered in blisters.

“Oh.” Hailey let out a gasp, apparently as surprised as we were.

“Ed,” Kris stepped toward him, taking one of his arms.

“It’s Eddy. Please.”

Kris held his gaze, then took his arm and started rolling up the sleeve. Eddy winched. Kris let him retract his arm, but then he obliged her stare by removing his outer hoodie. With this gone he rolled up the sleeve on his undershirt. The skin on his arm was red and covered with blisters and cracks, looking like the ground of a dried up riverbed.

“Eddy,” Kris said in a soft voice. “You have stage two GTV.”

“I know.”

“I wish I’d known last night, we could have . . .”

“I knew you had the cure. You’re the Red Cross Resistance. I heard all about you guys curing people on the other side of the river.”

“But,” she held his arm and his gaze. “Why didn’t you come see us then?”

“How was I going to get over there? I don’t have the papers to leave the Evangelic State, and wanting to head over there would have looked really suspicious.”

“You couldn’t just tell them you were hoping to be cured?” Grant asked.

“I can’t let the authorities here know I have the disease,” he gestured to his wig and fake beard. “Disease is a sign of God’s disfavor. Of sin. I’d have lost my job and my position, lost my ability to help Ruby and her people, lost my ability to help,” he looked about at us, then slumped his head, “to help you, to help the Resistance.”

“You still could have said something last night,” Kris said. “When you saw us at the mall.”

He retracted his arm from her to wave it in dismissal, then rolled down his sleeve again. “Bah. You don’t need to be wasting your cure on me.”

“We have a lot.”

“You don’t have an infinite amount. I heard a rumor about this, about our people having a cure, heard it might be coming west. There are more sick people in the Free Pacific States than there are cure doses, I’m sure, just as I’m sure you don’t have the ability to make more. Am I right?”

Kris hesitated, then nodded.

“There’s no point wasting your finite resource like that on an old man. Besides, I don’t know I want to live much longer in this new world we seem to have.”

“That’s bleak,” Charlotte said.

Eddy just shook his head. “Not at all. I hope there are more people like all of you with fight left in them to take on these Nationalist fascists and fundamentalist fanatics and corrupt police forces and bandit kings and all that. I’ve lived my life and done what I can. That cure should be used to give someone else a chance.”

“Well now it’s not even gonna be doing that,” Logan said. “The Evangelic State has it. As soon as they get around to cutting open the locks on our truck anyway.”

“So no use talking about it now.” Eddy sighed as he looked about at us. I had not noticed until now that his eyes appeared milky, fogged over, another sign of the advancing disease. The effort of just standing there in his kitchen looked like it was too much. I got up from where I sat at the kitchen island to offer him the chair. “No, no,” he waved me off. “I’ve got to finish here. There’s another hour until dinner is ready.”

“Dinner?” Kris asked.

“Christmas dinner. It is Christmas Eve you know.”

She looked about at the kitchen. “This looks like a lot of food.”

“There are a lot of us here.”

“Did you,” Kris gestured around at the kitchen.

He laughed in a raspy way that seemed nothing like Santa Claus. “I always do a big feast like this on holidays for my less fortunate friends.” He nodded toward Hailey. “It just so happens to be a convenient excuse to meet with fellow members of the Resistance.”

“So, wait.” Kris turned to Hailey. “Are we taking the place of some of your people at this meal?”

“Well, kind of.”

“It’s for those in need,” Eddy said.

“I don’t think we can take this from,” Kris hesitated, looking around at all of us. “I think it should go to some of Hailey’s people. I wouldn’t feel right taking their food.”

“Why not?” Logan asked. “We’re pour.”

“We have,” Kris started in a weak voice.

“What? Nothing. We’ve lost all our money, all our food, almost everything we owned. We look pretty needy to me.”

“We’re not as bad off as some others.”

“Please,” Eddy said. “Let’s not start a pissing match over who has it worse. You are here. You’re part of the Resistance. I have a meal prepared. Almost. Eat.”

“Do you want some help cleaning up?” Hailey asked.

He glanced about the cluttered area with a sunken look. “Yeah, I guess I do.”

So we set about clearing the dining room table and kitchen counters of their clutter. It was not really a job for this many people, so I found myself standing around looking about in vain for a way to be helpful. A lot of the computer and electronic equipment got moved into a back room that was even more cluttered. Eventually I got called upon to help wash some dishes, which I did, standing there in the little kitchen with my hat and flak jacket still on.

Extra chairs from the back room got hauled in and crammed into place around the long dining room table, creating just enough seating. Eddy, Hailey, and I took overflow places at the kitchen island, but the rest managed to squeeze in at the main table.

I thought maybe there would be an official saying of grace, but instead we just sort of transitioned from cleaning to putting out food to eating in a more organic manner.

The main coarse was not a turkey, as I had expected, but a fat chicken. Still there were no complaints when Eddy pulled this from the oven and set it out in the center of the table. In fact there was little talking at all.

“So, um,” it was Charlotte that broke the silence, not talking to anybody directly. “So what do we do?”

“What do we do?” Austin, sitting across from her, tilted his head to meet her gaze.

“We just lost everything. We,” I realized belatedly that there were tears forming in her eyes. She fought to regain control. “We lost everything. What are we gonna do?”

Charlotte looked around at us, but nobody would meet her stare or her question.

“I don’t know,” Jake said at last.

“We have to do something, right?” she turned, almost pleading with her father. “We have to get our truck and, and everything, we have to get it back.”

“I don’t know how we can,” Austin said.

“Could we do like we did before? Pretend we’re the GSA and go confiscate it.”

There was another pause at this suggestion. “That’s not gonna work twice,” Alana said.

“After coming this close to be arrested,” Brandon held up his fingers a hair apart, “I don’t wanna try just strolling in and making demands.”

“So what do we do?” Charlotte continued to look about.

“We eat,” Logan said, raising his voice just enough to give it some authority. “We eat and be happy we made it out ourselves. Tomorrow we’ll sort things out and figure out what our options are, but right now,” he held out his hands at the spread across the table, “right now we thank God for what we do have.”

Everyone fell silent again. I realized I was feeling the same as Charlotte, feeling a drive to take action, to move right away to get back on course, but in that moment it felt wrong to countermand Logan’s words. I joined the others in saying nothing at all.

“I feel bad about this, to be honest,” Kris gestured at the spread. 

“Bad?” Alana asked her.

“I mean, about us being here. About us getting to eat all this instead of Ruby’s people.”

“Ruby had a lot of people,” Jake said. “If some of them were eating here than it’d be taking this away from some of the others.”

“Yeah, that’s true, but we’ve all been fed a lot better than any of them the last few weeks or months.”

“A whole lot of them are eating better tonight because of us,” Alana said. “It must have been what, thousands or tens of thousands of dollars worth of those food rations we handed out last night. Not to mention just sharing some of our food supply like we did.”

“They’re eating a lot better because of our sacrifice,” Logan said. “We lost almost everything because of a raid that got them those food rations in the first place.”

Kris nodded as they spoke, though there was a sigh in her voice. “Yeah, you’re right. I guess what bothers me is, when we went in there, on the raid I mean, into that big gala, it was all those leaders, the church convention whatever, the people that claim they’re so holy because they’re rich. They were eating big while other people starved. I felt totally justified in taking their money and handcuffing them and letting Greg abuse them a little.”

“I’ve kind of always wanted to kick a chair out from underneath someone,” I said, getting a few chuckles around the table.

“Yeah but now, aren’t we doing kind of the same thing? We’re eating while others starve.”

“I think our situation is a bit different,” Logan said.

“How though?”

“Well we’re not trying to live high on the hog at other people’s expense.”

“That’s such a bullshit excuse though,” Kris had that sharpness in her voice I rarely heard. “Good intentions. Fuck good intentions. That’s the excuse of every asshole who didn’t do what was right. If people are starving then they’re starving, and just because we would have liked to have fed them doesn’t change anything and doesn’t absolve us of anything.”

There was a moment of quiet, everyone having stopped eating and hesitant to say anything. “Where does it end though?” Logan asked. “There are more starving people than we will ever have food. Do we just give away everything we ever have or get and starve ourselves?”

Kris did not respond or even look up at him at first, instead just staring off into space. “That would be the Christian perspective, wouldn’t it? I mean the true Christian one.” She gave a little smirk here. “The communist one as well. Give to the needy until everyone’s equally miserable.” Kris had that stare of hers again, except it wasn’t focused on anybody, just looking off into space. “Maybe that’s the answer though.”

Everyone waited, expecting something more that did not come. “The answer to what?”

“Maybe all Christianity, or communism for that matter, were ever trying to do is set us free. There’s no freedom like having nothing to lose. Strip away everything we try to cling to and we take a major step toward no longer existing. And when you no longer exist you’re free to be,” she shook her head, then flashed a wane smile. “To be anything.”

“Uh,” Logan glanced around at us for help, but nobody could offer anything. “I’m sorry, you lost me there.”

She turned to look at him. “Maybe losing our armored truck and everything was the best thing that could have happened to us.”

“Okay. How so?”

“We’re free. We don’t have to go west, unless we want to. We’re under no obligation, to the Resistance or anybody. We could go back across the river, back to the Vineyards. Or go home, if anybody has a home they want to return to.”

“We are still fugitives,” Veronica said. “Some of us, anyway.”

“Yes, but think about everything between us and those so-called crimes. There are entire states descending into anarchy. The government of this state fled. The only thing that made us worthwhile to even try to hunt down was having a truckload of stolen weapons and a cure for the plague. We could walk away from it all, let it be these fundamentalists’ problem, let them and the GSA sort it out without us.”

“Kris,” Hannah, sitting immediately to her left, reached out and touched our leader on the arm. “Kris, we can’t just give up.”

“I’m not saying we should.”

“You’re not?”

“No. We can try to recover our vehicles and supplies, or at least the armored truck. If you want. Heck, if I could right now, I’d trade myself to get it back for the rest of you.”

“Don’t say that.”

“It’s true.”

“No, we could never,” Hannah was shaking her head as if to negate Kris’ statement from ever having been spoken.

“No, you can. You can and would and should. If right now we had a deal where I turned just myself in and you guys got back everything we left behind today? Take that deal. You know it’s what we should do, it’s a good deal. I don’t even exist. What’s that against all the good you could still do with that cure and the food and everything.”

She stared until Hannah could no longer meet her gaze. Then Kris sighed. “Not that it matters, because it’s not an option.”

“Right,” Logan said. “So we need to figure out something else.”

“We can if you want. But before we do that I think we should,” Kris paused, looked around, looked at me. “I guess what I’m saying is we should take a moment and just,” her gaze seemed to slip off me, into some distant stare, “enjoy our freedom. We all get to decide now, with that external pressure removed. Hannah, do you want to go home?”

“What?”

“You and Brandon. And Noah. Do you want to go back to Fountain Gardens?”

“If we wanted to go back home,” Brandon said, “why would we have come with you in the first place?”

“The same reason everyone else decided to come. Because it was important to try to help the Resistance and you would have hated yourselves if you hadn’t tried. Well now you did try. There’s nothing as liberating as defeat. You’ve got a choice now.”

“We’re not giving up just because of one setback,” Noah said.

“I wouldn’t hold it against you if you did.”

“No, but I would.”

Kris paused at this. Then she nodded. “Don’t think you have to do this for me.”

“We are though,” Hannah said. “Because, you know,” she smiled. “Maybe we’re the ones who don’t really exist. Maybe we’re a figment of your imagination, here to help you accomplish what you were meant to do.”

Kris stared at this blankly, then a smile burst across her face. “None of us were meant to do anything. All there is are the things we choose to do.” She looked about at the table, but it was apparent that the Fischers had spoken for all of us. “It was a brief moment of total freedom. I hope everyone had a chance to enjoy it. Now, do we have any idea what our next move is?”

“Well,” Eddy, sitting next to me at the kitchen counter and absorbing this whole conversation, now stirred in his seat. “If you’re talking about trying to get your cars and trucks back, well, we’re working on that.”

“You’re working on it?” Logan asked.

“So to speak.” Eddy took a moment to catch his breath, showing how much the disease was taking a toll on him. “I don’t know if you realize, but the crowd, the one you lead downtown last night, is still there.”

“What do you mean still there?” Logan asked.

“They’re still there, still gathered in the downtown plaza. Debs is with them, last I heard.”

“Why did they stay?” Kris asked. “After we got the ration coupons the plan was to run.”

“From what I’ve heard they got out everything from that vault you opened before anybody in charged figured out what was happening. It all got taken out, distributed through the Blights. But the people stayed anyway, all through last night and today, at least as of the last report I got this morning.”

“Why though?” Kris asked.

“They’re demanding more than food. They’re demanding a return to democracy.”

“A return to democracy?” Crazy Ian asked.

Eddy gave him a stiff look. “Did you think the Evangelic State was a democracy.”

“I guess I wasn’t sure how it worked.”

“It’s authoritarian. Only members of the church conventions are allowed to vote, and only candidates approved by the heads of the churches can run. It’s a dictatorship with some election window dressing.”

“So they all just decided to stay?” Kris asked.

“I don’t know, but they did. The authorities have tried to block news of it, but I keep getting updates on my social streams, and from some of my contacts with Ruby’s people.”

“I want to know how they stayed,” Austin said. “Once they realized we weren’t actual GSA agents, why didn’t they just roll in the crowd control drones and disperse everybody?”

“That I don’t know, but what I can tell you is that they may still not have figured out if the GSA is involved or not.”

“What do you mean?”

“I have contacts in the Department of Religious Liberty. They’re telling me they’ve gotten no word on any of this from the GSA, at all. Whole agency has gone silent.”

“They came after us though,” Austin gestured up and down the table at our group. “Obviously they realized we aren’t with the agency.”

“I couldn’t tell you,” Eddy shrugged. “My guess, there might be a power struggle going on behind the scenes.”

“What do you mean?”

“There’s a lot of corruption in the Evangelic State. The Department of Religious Liberty and the Department of Virtue Promotion both have their own police forces, and they’re often at odds with each other. Liberty may be keeping Virtue in the dark about the GSA, let them think this is still some federal operation, try to make Virtue look bad. Virtue are the ones that would have to clear the plaza, if it came to that. That’s all speculation though, based on some pretty limited info.”

“What I want to know,” Logan said, “is how this helps us.”

“It might not. My contacts, at Religious Liberty, they tell me it was their rivals in Virtue Promotion that conducted some raids in the Blights early this morning, acting on a tip.”

“A tip?” Kris asked.

“Someone turned you in for the reward.”

“Seriously,” Crazy Ian said. “After everything Kris did for them?” He looked away and shook his head. “Fucking A.”

“They had a large reward out, Virtue did, for helping capture the Red Cross Resistance. Must have gotten too tempting for somebody. But the thing is, according to my sources, they haven’t figured out how the Red Cross Resistance, the GSA, and the crowd downtown are connected.”

“I still don’t see how this helps us,” Logan said.

“Like I said, it might not. My contacts are suppose to get back to me with more information. Maybe we just find out where you’re cars have been impounded and how we might go about recovering them, or recovering some of the supplies, or if there’s anything we can do at all. We’ll see. I’m expecting a call sometime this evening.” He sighed again, pausing as if the call might come in right at that moment. “We’ll find out more then.”

“Anything you might do,” Charlotte said, “would be amazing.”

Everyone fell silent, so I took the opportunity to speak up myself. “While we wait for that though,” I said. “Maybe we should talk about the, uh, what we should do if we can’t get the armored truck back.”

“I think, honestly, we have to get all our vehicles back,” Logan said. “Or replacements. We’re not all driving west in just that armored truck. Plus we need that food stockpile, or something equivalent. Anything less and the trip probably becomes impossible.”

“So say we lost it all and can’t get it back,” Noah said. “Like, of course, we try everything we can, I ain’t saying we give up, but say there’s no way, we can’t get the truck back. I gotta be honest, I came along because mom wanted her boys to help out the Resistance. If we can’t do that no more,” he held out his hands. “I think maybe it’s time we go home.”

“That’s harsh,” Brandon said, “but it’s the truth.”

“You think?” his wife asked him.

“Assuming we can’t recover the truck? If we can’t get the cure out west, we’ve failed. What would be the point of going on?”

Hannah started to reply, but then just looked away. “Yeah, you’re right.”

“I’m going on,” Veronica said. “I don’t care who comes with me or if I have anything to give the Resistance when I get there. I was going to join them before I was arrested, I was going to go join them before I knew what was in that armored truck, and that’s what I’m doing now.”

“Some of us are still wanted fugitives,” Grant said. “I’d also prefer to go someplace where I’m not in danger of being thrown back in prison.”

“Oh,” Brandon said in a forlorn voice. “That means if we can’t recover our trucks we’re splitting up.”

“Into multiple groups,” Jake said. “If we’re all putting it out there, I’ll say this, I’m not gonna make a cross-country trek just to be a refugee out there with nothing to offer, and I don’t have a home to go home to. The closest thing I have to that is the Vineyards. If we’re all going our own way I’m heading back there. I think they’d take us all back in, or as many of us as wanted to stay.”

With that said I suddenly noticed how it was possible to look around the room and see right away how the different groups shook out. I realized I was going to go wherever Kris decided to go, even though I was unsure which way she would decide.

The only person I could not place was Logan. He seemed to be looking around the table as I was, sizing up the different groups. At last his gaze came around to Brandon. “Well. I guess that just means we really need to get our truck back.”

*     *     *

Mr. North’s house had three bedrooms and a large basement. All the same we filled it almost to the breaking point. Sixteen adults meant people sleeping on couches, an air mattress in the basement, or in my case in my sleeping bag, since I still had it, spread out on the floor in the front room.

It continued to rain throughout the evening. After our big meal most of us lazed around, stuffed and depressed. Further discussion of plans broke down whenever anyone realized we just had to wait and see what information Eddy could get us. We went to bed early.

I was awoken late that night by some indirect light coming from the kitchen. At first I thought it was just somebody trying to find the bathroom, but then I heard whispered voices.

Sitting up I saw that Crazy Ian was still fast asleep on the couch, but the nearby recliner that Logan had claimed was empty.

Rubbing my hands across my face as a substitute for any other morning ritual, I got up and made my way into the kitchen. Standing there was Logan, Kris, Hailey, and the Fischers in a small huddle. In the opposite doorway stood Alana with a sleepy, disheveled look on her face.

“Oh great, even more,” Logan mumbled.

“What’s going on?” I asked, stepping forward and squinting as my eyes adjusted.

“We’re not explaining it to you too, we’ll just wake up the whole house.”

“Explaining what?”

“What did I just say?”

“I’m awake all ready. What’s going on?”

“We got a call,” Kris said with a nod toward Hailey.

“About our trucks?”

Hailey glanced around at the others, then nodded. She seemed about to say something, then looked around again and gestured for everyone to huddle up closer. She continued at a whisper. “Eddy’s contact in the police, or, sorry, the Department of Religious Liberty. He’s a detective.”

“Did Eddy talk to him?” I asked.

She shook her head. “Eddy’s running a high fever.”

“Fuck. Is he?” I let the question trail off.

“I looked in on him,” Kris said. “It’s the GTV. It’s advancing to stage three.”

“There’s nothing we can do?”

“We can go get the cure back,” Hannah said. I looked at her, then nodded to Hailey to continue.

“Yeah, so there is a way. He can get us into the impound lot and forge some paperwork to get the vehicles released. But we have to go now.”

“Now? Won’t that be suspicious, doing this in the middle of the night?”

“We’re not getting the cars right now, we’re just meeting this guy so he can get us the documents and go over the plan.”

“He didn’t do that already?”

“He was afraid to speak too much on the phone.”

“I see. Do you trust this guy?”

She looked away, but nodded. “I know him. He’s helped us out before, the Blighted district, I mean.”

“I talked to him too,” Logan said. “I think this is a good plan.”

“You talked to him?” I asked.

“He wanted to speak to a representative from our group. I was awake.”

“Why were you awake?”

“Because I couldn’t sleep.”

“So why aren’t we waking up everybody?”

“Because they don’t want too many of us showing up,” Kris said.

There was a tense pause after this. “We have to go meet him,” Hailey said. “He’ll get us the documents we need, but he expressly said not to bring too many people.”

“And I didn’t want to wake everybody up and have everybody insist on going,” Logan said.

“Are you going?” I asked Kris.

She nodded. “If I’m our leader, I should go.”

“Then I’m going.”

“Exactly why I didn’t want to tell you,” Logan said.

“Thanks,” I said sarcastically. “But I’m still going.” 

In response Logan turned to Kris. She looked at me, then gave him a nod.

“Fine,” Logan said with more bitterness than I was used to. “We’re taking Mr. North’s car. It’ll be Kris, Hailey, Greg, and myself. That’s it.”

“Mr. North’s car?” Noah stepped forward into the kitchen to ask. “The one out in the drive way?”

“Yeah, that one.”

“That’s a car from the auto-cab garage.”

Hailey nodded. “Yeah. They let him use one to commute.”

“Or at least they don’t tell him he can’t, I bet,” Logan said.

“But is it okay for us to use now?” Noah asked. “Or is it connected to the city network?”

“The city network barely exists,” Logan said.

“I think the question,” Brandon stepped up next to his brother, “is can we be tracked in that car?”

Logan grimaced and looked to Hailey, but she just shook her head and shrugged. “We don’t have a lot of other options.”

“Are we gonna get Eddy into trouble with this?” Kris asked.

“I don’t think it matters,” Alana said from the doorway. “I just checked on him, he’s not doing well. He’ll be lucky to live through the night, and he’ll be dead for sure in a week or two if we do nothing.”

“Even if he does live,” Hailey said, “they’ll know he has GTV.”

All of us looked at each other, nobody having more to say to this. I felt the weight of the moment begin to settle on the group.

“I ask about the tracking,” Noah said, “cause we can disable that, if you want.”

“Don’t we risk setting off an alarm or something?” Hailey asked.

“We can disable that too,” Brandon said.

“Will this take long?” Logan asked.

Both brothers hesitated, but then shook their heads.

“Only thing,” Brandon said. “Disabling the tracker means disabling the whole autonomous system if its meant to connect to a traffic control network.”

“Okay, that’s fine,” Logan said.

“Well, might not be,” Noah said. “If we disable it the vehicle gonna drive a little grungy.”

“Grungy?”

“All the computerization gets a little temperamental,” Brandon said. “Might need to be massaged as you go.”

“Does that mean we have to bring both of you along?” Logan asked.

“Nah,” Noah said, “but you might want to. Just in case.”

“I’m coming too,” Hannah said.

“Fuck, no,” Logan’s voice rose, “we can’t take everybody, this isn’t a fucking clown car.”

“There are eight of us right here,” I said.

“If we cram two people in the back we can fit seven,” Hailey said.

“I’ll stay back here,” Alana said with a nod. “Someone should anyway, someone who knows where you all went.”

“So you three can come,” Logan said to the Fischers, “but you’re waiting in the car.”

“That’s fine,” Noah said.

Logan looked about at all of us, taking each of us in with his stare. “Fuck,” his voice almost broke into normal volume. “Fine, let’s get this underway then.”

As we all tramped through the front room and out the door I stopped by where I had left my stuff near the coffee table. I recovered my sidearm and flak jacket and rifle and for a moment questioned this whole enterprise. In the dark I looked over at Ian, still fast asleep on the couch, and admired his ability to sleep through all this.

*     *     *

It was like old times, with the Fischer brothers up front driving, myself sitting in the cargo area, facing backward, armed. I had Hannah next to me, the two biggest people sitting in the back, the others in the back seat, all of us sitting in silence.

Outside was a clear Christmas night. At first we passed an area of houses and stores with lights or bright displays, but as we went this gave way to less populace neighborhoods.

It was a ten minute drive to the park where the meet was to take place. Logan, sitting right behind Noah, directed him around to a parking lot with a single active street light. He went to park under this, but Logan directed him away from it, to the darkest corner of the lot.

From there we dismounted, Logan, Kris, Hailey, and myself. Hannah scowled and looked skeptically at us but remained in the car and said nothing. Outside the packed car I was hit by the crispness of the night air. I paused and checked my rifle, as did Logan.

“It’s this way, I think.” He produced a flashlight and shown it into the dark. There was a stone pathway running through the park, lined with benches and empty fountains and little planters that perhaps held flowers in the springtime. Right now it was all covered in a layer of snow from yesterday’s storm.

Logan led the way, casting his light back and forth as he went. I kept a little bit of distance between him and myself, staying close to the girls. We came to a fork in the path where Logan hesitated.

“Did he really say to meet us in the middle of this park?” I asked.

“Uh-huh.”

“Maximum cover of darkness, apparently.”

“Yeah.” Logan started away down the right fork.

“Is he gonna be with anybody else?”

“He didn’t say.”

It turned out to be a pretty expansive park. We passed a worn, half-destroyed sign with the words ‘fair ground’ on it, and I wondered if this had been the state fair ground once. Beyond this there was a copse of trees off to the side of our path. Logan led us toward the trees, trampling through some snow banks and dead brush to emerge into an open clearing.

Logan continued to cast his light about in the clearing, but there was nobody around. We walked out to arrive in the middle, then stopped. All of us stood there, the world grown quiet and that much colder, while nothing happened.

“He, uh,” Hailey spoke in a low voice, “he doesn’t appear to be here.”

“Yeah,” Logan said.

He turned back around to face us, and I noticed he had his mobile out and was staring at the screen.

“Did he contact you?” Hailey asked.

“No.”

Logan put the mobile away and slung his rifle off his shoulder. I thought he was about to open fire, but instead he walked forward, letting his grip on the weapon slump and then slip. It fell to the ground as he came to stand right in front of Kris.

He hesitated for a second there, right in front of her, meeting her gaze without blinking. Then he held out his arms and grabbed her up in an embrace. A bit of moonlight caught his face and glinted off tears rolling down his cheeks.

“I’m really sorry about this,” he said to her.

A split second later there was a loud click as flood lights came on. I blinked and stumbled, suddenly blinded. The lights were coming from all around us. As my vision cleared I realized there were men in military uniforms rushing forward from out of the lights.

“What the fuck?” I said.

“Nobody move!” a voice on a megaphone shouted from somewhere. “Put your hands in the air.”

“Get down!” I shouted, reacting on instinct. I rushed over toward Kris and shoulder checked her, allowing my greater size to knock her to the ground. Then I spun back in the opposite direction, bringing up my rifle and opening fire.

My eyes were still adjusting to the sudden brightness, and I had no time to draw any kind of aim. I have no idea what I hit with that burst of fire. The next thing I was aware of was Logan shouting. “Hold your fire!”

Even as he said this the sound of gunfire erupted somewhere else, single shot and burst fire. I had no idea where exactly it originated or where it was aimed. Somewhere to my side Hailey let out a high-pitched scream.

A second later Logan tackled me. He operated with an economy of motion I could not hope to counter. With one hand he grabbed my rifle, jerking it upward, while the other arm wrapped around me, and without any more force than necessary he drove me into the ground with himself on top.

I was dazed by the impact and only dimly aware of Logan ripping the rifle from my hands. He tossed it away, then rolled away from me himself, coming to lay flat with his hands on his head.

I rolled over onto my stomach as well, trying to orient myself. I saw Hailey, still standing, stumbling away from us. She had her arms crossed over her chest. As I watched she stumbled at some drunken angle and brought her arms away to reveal they, and her chest, were covered with blood. She tried to move toward Kris but stumbled again and collapsed to the ground.

“Nobody fucking move!” someone shouted.

The gunfire had stopped just as suddenly as it had started. I brought my head up to look around, but once again my efforts to grasp the situation were jarred by another sudden impact. Several men tackled me, grabbing my arms and wrenching them behind my back. In a blur I was handcuffed and hauled back to my feet.

I blinked several times, as if none of this could be real, and looked around. We were surrounded by men in uniforms, the green camouflage of the paramilitary forces that had confronted us outside the Vineyards. A few feet away they had Kris handcuffed and on her feet as well, surrounded by more armed men than me, as if she posed some greater threat. I turned the other way to see Logan standing up as he was approached by some officer, wearing a police uniform.

“Logan what the fuck is this?” I asked, my voice a confused combination of blubbering and yelling.

He ignored me, addressing the officer. “Alright, you have her. Now we want our vehicles back.”

“You’ll get them back after the trial,” the officer said.

“That wasn’t the deal.”

“You’ll get them after the trial, and be thankful for it. Come on, let’s get ‘em back to the wagon. You’re coming too hot shot.”

They started to march Kris and I toward the far side of the clearing. I turned to look for Hailey, but she was still laying on the ground, unmoving and unattended.

“Hey,” Logan said, rushing forward to keep pace. “Hey, what is this?” He gestured toward me. “The deal was just for our leader.”

“This man opened fire on lawful agents of the Department of Religious Liberty.”

“You said the rest of us would have a full pardon.”

“You’ll get your pardon, but that doesn’t include anything after tonight.”

“That wasn’t,” Logan started to say, but the officer suddenly turned on him.

“You’re not in any position to be making demands! Come on.”

“Logan,” I said. I kept staring at his back even as they marched me forward. I felt certain he must have heard. “Logan!”

He turned around and looked at me. I wanted to say something but found all I could do was stare. I realized my mouth was hanging open, looking like an idiot.

“You,” I stammered. “You sold us out.”

He looked away without saying anything. Something about that pissed me off. I tried to rush toward him but was restrained by the officers holding my arms.

“Logan! You fucking asshole, you rolled us. After everything, you fucking turned us in. You,” my stutter overwhelmed me, my words becoming a broken record of nonsense. “You betrayed us.”

“Shut the fuck up!” This comment from one of the officers was followed by a sudden blow to the head. I don’t know what he hit me with, but it stung. The world tilted and veered, and I felt myself being jostled and righted.

Nevertheless I was still stammering. I don’t think I could have stopped if I had wanted. “You . . . fucking . . .” Between pain and inchoate rage my thoughts had broken down to the point where I could not form a sentence. There seemed to be no curse word adequate in its power for what I wanted to hurl at Logan.

“Greg.”

I paused, uncertain who had said my name. Then I realized it was Kris. I looked toward her, seeing her through a haze.

“Greg,” she said very calmly, almost serene.

“He sold us out!”

“It’s alright Greg.”

I said nothing more, my head drooping as I was led along.

We got out to a nearby street where a line of police vehicles and drones were parked. Kris and I were loaded into the back of a police van, our handcuffs attached to anchor points along a bench. I had just enough slack in mine to lean forward and look out the front windshield.

As we got underway I saw flashing sirens from other vehicles casting surreal colored shadows across the front of the van. We cruised out of the fairgrounds along a road parallel to the pathway we had walked. When we arrived at the parking lot where we had parked I noticed the auto-cab rover we had come in was gone. I was not sure if this was a good sign or not.

 

 

 


 

 

 

 

 

Gnosis

 


 

1

In the age of the Roman Empire, during the twenty-first year of the reign of Imperator Caesar Augustus, there was born in a remote province of the Empire a philosopher known as Jesus Christ of Nazareth. He preached kindness and compassion towards all people, and was killed by the Roman authorities because of this. These are his teachings.

 

2

The teachings of Jesus of Nazareth as recorded by his disciple Thomas.

 

The one who seeks should not stop seeking until he finds. And when he finds he will be disturbed; and when is disturbed, he will marvel. 

If your priests say to you, ‘look, God is in the sky,’ then god is beyond your reach. If they say to you, ‘God is in our church,’ then they wish to keep god from you. But god is within you, and it is outside you. When you come to know yourselves, then you will be known, and you will understand that you are as children. But if you will not know yourselves, then you are in poverty, and it is you who are the poverty.

A person advanced in days will not hesitate to ask a little child about the place of life, and that person will be wise. For many who are first will be last and so become a single one.

Know what is before your face, and what is hidden from you will be disclosed to you.  For there is nothing hidden that will not be revealed, and nothing that is covered will remain undisclosed.

I have cast fire upon the world, and look, I'm guarding it until it blazes.

If you fast, you will bring sin upon yourselves, and if you pray, you will be condemned.

When you go into any region and walk about in the countryside, when people take you in, eat what they serve you and heal the sick among them.

What goes into your mouth will not defile you; rather, it's what comes out of your mouth that will defile you.

When you make the two into one, and when you make the inner like the outer and the outer like the inner, and the upper like the lower, and when you make male and female into a single one, so that the male will not be male nor the female be female, when you make eyes in place of an eye, a hand in place of a hand, a foot in place of a foot, an image in place of an image, then you will know god.

There is light within a person of light, and it shines on the whole world. If it does not shine, it is dark.

Love your friends like your own soul, protect them like the pupil of your eye.

You see the sliver in your friend's eye, but you don't see the timber in your own eye. When you take the timber out of your own eye, then you will see well enough to remove the sliver from your friend's eye.

I took my stand in the midst of the world. I found them all drunk, and I did not find any of them thirsty. My soul ached for the children of humanity, because they are blind in their hearts and do not see, for they came into the world empty, and they also seek to depart from the world empty. But meanwhile they are drunk. When they shake off their wine, then they will change their ways.

If the flesh came into being because of spirit, that is a marvel, but if spirit came into being because of the body, that is a marvel of marvels.

A city built on a high hill and fortified cannot fall, nor can it be hidden.

What you will hear in your ear, in the other ear proclaim from your rooftops.

After all, no one lights a lamp and puts it under a basket, nor does one put it in a hidden place. Rather, one puts it on a lampstand so that all who come and go will see its light.

If a blind person leads a blind person, both of them will fall into a hole.

When you strip without being ashamed, and you take your clothes and put them under your feet like little children and trample them, then you will see god.

Grapes are not harvested from thorn trees, nor are figs gathered from thistles, for they yield no fruit. Good persons produce good from what they've stored up; bad persons produce evil from the wickedness they've stored up in their hearts, and say evil things. For from the overflow of the heart they produce evil.

If two make peace with each other in a single house, they will say to the mountain, 'Move from here!' and it will move.

Congratulations to the poor, for to you belongs heaven.

Whoever has come to know the world, and for those who have found themselves, of that person the world is not worthy.

Congratulations to the person who has toiled and has found life.

If one is whole, one will be filled with light, but if one is divided, one will be filled with darkness.

Those who know all, but are lacking in themselves, are utterly lacking.

Congratulations to those who have been persecuted in their hearts: they are the ones who have truly come to know god.

There was a merchant who had a supply of merchandise and found a pearl. That merchant was prudent; he sold the merchandise and bought the single pearl for himself. So also with you, seek his treasure that is unfailing, that is enduring, where no moth comes to eat and no worm destroys.

God is the light that is over all things. It is all: from it all came forth, and to it all attained. Split a piece of wood; it is there. Lift up the stone, and you will find it there.

Your rulers and your powerful ones are dressed in soft clothes, and they cannot understand truth.

Do not give what is holy to dogs, for they might throw them upon the manure pile. Do not throw pearls before swine.

One who seeks will find, and for one who knocks, the way will be opened.

Damn the flesh that depends on the soul. Damn the soul that depends on the flesh.
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I asked Jesus, “how will our end come?”

Jesus said, “Have you found the beginning, then, that you are looking for the end? You see, the end will be where the beginning is. Congratulations to the one who stands at the beginning: that one will know the end.”

I asked Jesus, “When will the rest for the dead take place, and when will the new world come?”

He answered, “What you are looking forward to has come, but you don't know it.”

I asked Jesus, “Tell me who you are so that I may believe in you.”

He said to me, “You examine the face of heaven and earth, but you have not come to know anyone who is in your presence, and you do not know how to examine the present moment.”

I showed Jesus a gold coin and said to him, “The Roman emperor's people demand taxes from us.”

He said to me, “Give the emperor what belongs to the emperor, give god what belongs to god, and give me what is mine.”

I asked Jesus, “When will heaven come?”

“It will not come by watching for it. Rather, it is spread out upon the earth, and people don't see it.”

Then Jesus said, “Often you have desired to hear these sayings that I am speaking to you, and you have no one else from whom to hear them. There will be days when you will seek me and you will not find me.”

Then Jesus said, “If they say to you, 'Where have you come from?' say to them, 'We have come from the light, from the place where the light came into being by itself.

Then Jesus said, “Why do you wash the outside of the cup? Don't you understand that the one who made the inside is also the one who made the outside?”

Then Jesus said, “If you have money, don't lend it at interest. Rather, give it to someone from whom you won't get it back.”

Then Jesus said, “Whoever drinks from my mouth will become like me; I myself shall become that person, and the hidden things will be revealed to him.”
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The teachings of Jesus of Nazareth as recorded by his disciple Mary.

 

All nature, all formations, all creatures exist in and with one another, and they will be resolved again into their own roots. For the nature of matter is resolved into the roots of its own nature alone.

Peter said to Jesus, “Since you have explained everything to us, tell us this also: What is the sin of the world?”

Jesus said, “There is no sin, but it is you who make sin when you do the things that are like the nature of adultery, which is called sin. That is why there must be good in your midst, so that the essence of every nature in order is restored to its root.”

Matter gave birth to a passion that has no equal. Then there arises a disturbance in its whole body. That is why I said to you, be of good courage, and if you are discouraged be encouraged in the presence of the different forms of nature.

Then Jesus was killed, and his disciples grieved. They wept greatly, saying, “How shall we go amongst the people and preach? If they did not spare him, how will they spare us?”

Then Mary stood up, greeted them all, and said to her brethren, “Do not weep and do not grieve nor be irresolute, for his grace will be entirely with you. But rather, let us praise him, for he has prepared us and made us human.”

When Mary said this, she turned their hearts to the good, and they began to discuss the words of Jesus.

Peter said to Mary, “We know that Jesus loved you more than the rest of woman. Tell us the words of Jesus which you know and remember, but which we do not, having never heard them.”

Mary answered and said, “What is hidden from you I will proclaim to you. Jesus said to me ‘blessed are you that you did not waver at my words. For where the mind is there is the treasure’.”

Mary had asked of Jesus, “how do those who see your vision see it, through the body or through the spirit?”

Jesus had answered, “they do not see through the body nor through the spirit, but through the mind that is between the two. You cannot know the bounds of the mind, nor are the body and spirit its limits. But the mind sees all of you, as it ascends while you descend. You do not see the mind nor recognize it. It serves you as a garment though you do not know it.

“The great power of darkness that blinds humans is called ignorance, which takes many forms.

“The first is ignorance by darkness, of lacking the wisdom to light a candle. The second is ignorance by the horizon, of discounting what lies beyond. The third is ignorance by desire, of pretending happy truth in what one knows is falsehood. The fourth is ignorance by arrogance, of claiming knowledge in things one does not know or things that cannot be known. The fifth is ignorance by solipsism, of imagining the mind one sees is all that exists. The sixth is ignorance by accretion, of refusing to admit error after so much effort. The seventh is ignorance by fable, of believing the world must flow like a narrative, unable to accept randomness and chaos. These are the seven powers of ignorance, the great slayer of men, and conqueror of space.

Then Jesus said, “what binds me has been slain, and what turns me about has been overcome, my desire has been ended, and ignorance has died. I am released from the world, and from any type, and from the chains of oblivion. From this time on will I attain to the rest of the time, of the season, of the aeon, in silence.”

When Mary had said this, she fell silent, since this was all that Jesus had spoken to her.

But Andrew answered and said to the disciples, “say what you wish about her words. I, at least, do not believe that Jesus said this. For certainly these teachings are strange ideas.”

Then Peter answered and said, “did Jesus really speak privately with a woman and not openly to us? Are we to turn about and all listen to her? Did Jesus prefer her to us?”

Then Mary wept and said to Peter, “My brother Peter, what do you think? Do you think that I have thought this up myself in my heart, or that I am lying about Jesus, whom I loved?”

Levi answered and said to Peter, “Peter you have always been hot tempered. Now I see you contending against this woman like she is an enemy. But if Jesus deemed her worthy, who are you indeed to reject her? Surely Jesus knew her very well. That is why he loved her more than us. Rather let us be ashamed to have doubted her, and instead strive as Jesus taught her, and separate as Jesus commanded us and preach without laying down any rule or law.”

And when they heard this they went forth to proclaim and preach.
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The teachings of Jesus of Nazareth as recorded by his disciple Judas.

 

When Jesus walked the Earth, he called to him disciples, and he spoke with them about the mysteries of the world.

One day he was with his disciples in Judea, and he found them gathered together and seated in pious observance. When he approached his disciples, he laughed.

The disciples said to him, “why are you laughing at our prayer of thanksgiving?”

He answered and said to them, “I am not laughing at you. You are not doing this because of your own will but because you think it will give praise to your god.”

They said, “Jesus, you are the son of our god.”

Jesus said to them, “How do you know? Truly, I say to you, no generation of the people that are among you will know god.”

When his disciples heard this, they started getting angry and infuriated and began cursing him.

When Jesus observed their lack of understanding, he said to them, “Why has this agitation led you to anger? If your god is within you it has provoked you to anger within your souls. Let any one of you who is wise enough to know god come forward and stand before my face.”

They all said, “We have the wisdom.” But they did not dare to stand before him, except for Judas Iscariot. He was able to stand before Jesus, but he could not look him in the eyes, and he turned his face away.

Knowing that Judas was reflecting upon something that was exalted, Jesus said to him, “I shall tell you the mysteries of heaven. It is possible for you to reach it, but you will grieve a great deal. For to reach it you must not reach out to me, but reach in to yourself. In order to come to completion with your god, you must come to completion with your mind.”

Then the disciples said to him, “Jesus, where do we go to find this completion?”

Jesus said to them, “Look to another, greater generation.”

His disciples said to him, “Lord, what is the greater generation that is superior to us and holier than us, that is not now in this world?”

When Jesus heard this, he laughed and said to them, “Why are you thinking in your hearts about this greater generation? Truly, I say to you, no one of this aeon will see that generation, for you only look to completion beyond yourselves. None who seek god in prayer and ritual can associate with that greater generation, because that generation does not come from without. The generation of people within you awaits you to find them, and give them the power to rule you and so know your god.”

When his disciples heard this, they each were troubled in spirit. They could not say a word.
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On another day Jesus came to his disciples. They said to him, “Jesus, we have seen you in a vision, for we looked inward and have had great and prophetic dreams.”

They said, “We have seen a great temple with a large altar, twelve men, they are the priests, we would say, and a name; and a crowd of people is waiting at that altar, until the priests receive their offerings.”

Jesus said, “Who are these priests in your vision?”

They said, “They are wicked men. Some sacrifice cattle, others their own children, others their wives, in praise and humility with each other; some are involved in slaughter; some commit a multitude of sins and deeds of lawlessness. And the men who stand before the altar invoke your name, and in all the deeds of their deficiency, the sacrifices are brought to completion.”

After they said this, they were quiet, for they were troubled.

Jesus said to them, “Why are you troubled? Truly I say to you, all the priests who stand before that altar invoke my name. Again I say to you, you look without for your god, and so will not produce greater generations, but generations of lessening, and they will plant trees without fruit, in my name, in a shameful manner.”

Jesus said to them, “Those you have seen receiving the offerings at the altar, that is who you are. That is the god you serve, and you are those twelve priests you have seen. The cattle you have seen brought for sacrifice are the many people you lead astray before that altar. Many will stand and make use of my name in this way, and generations of the pious will remain loyal to them. After yourselves others will stand at the altar. A man will stand there from the fornicators, and another will stand there from the slayers of children, and others from the rest of the people of pollution and lawlessness and error, and they will all say, ‘we are like angels’ and they will think they can bring everything to its conclusion. For to their generations it will be said, ‘Look,

God has received your sacrifice from the hands of a priest’, that is, a minister of error.

But it is the god within you, the god you refuse to face, who will know the eternity of their shame.”

Judas said to him, “Jesus, what kind of fruit will our generation produce?”

Jesus said, “The bodies and minds and souls of every human generation will die. Have they lived? How will they know they have been alive at all, in body, in mind, in spirit? Those that seek god within will know the answer.”

Judas said, “And what will the rest of the human generations do?”

Jesus said, “It is impossible to know.”

Judas said, “Jesus, as you have listened to all of them, now also listen to me. For I have also seen a great vision.”

When Jesus heard this, he laughed and said to him, “You prodigal spirit, why do you try so hard? But speak up, and I shall bear with you.”

Judas said to him, “In the vision I saw myself as the other disciples were stoning me and persecuting me severely. And I also saw a great house, and my eyes could not comprehend its size. The house had a roof of greenery, and in the middle of the house was a crowd, calling without words for my attention.”

Jesus answered and said, “Judas, your mind warns you not to be led astray.” He continued, “No person can enter the house you have seen, for that place is the palace of the mind. It cannot be comprehended from within, nor seen entirely from without, though you may explore the rooms and listen to the crowd if you are patient enough to hear.”

Judas said, “Jesus, what of the other disciples stoning me? Could it be that my mind fears I will fall from their favor?”

Jesus answered and said to him, “Come, how shall I know that? Only you can know your intentions. Does your heart harbor such fears and so your mind offers warning?”

Judas said to Jesus, “I fear those that will be baptized in your name. What will they do? You have said they will fornicate and slay children in your name. Is that not us you speak of, your disciples and the generations we shall bring forth?”

Jesus said, “Come, that I may teach you about secrets few have ever seen. For the sum of the cosmos is beyond what any eye has ever seen and which no thought of the heart has ever comprehended, and things which will never be called by any human name.

“The measure of the cosmos is eons beyond humanity. What is, there was long before humans, and what will be, will be long after, and all of the human generations are a blink in the cosmic eye. And whatsoever humans shall survey among the heavenly firmament is only a mote amidst a myriad of worlds without number that stretch in all directions to countless infinities.”

When he heard this, Judas said, “What good is it that I have received this? For you have set me against infinities that speak nothing of what shall become of us disciples.”

Jesus answered and said, “is it not you who set yourself against the infinite cosmos, whenever you reach outward for your answers. You who have been given a palace to explore, and I say to you, that is where you will find your god and your answers.”

Judas said to Jesus, “What is the duration of time that humanity will live?”

Jesus said, “Why are you wondering about this? That generations before have lived their span of life, so it will be for generations to come, with longevity in their own hands more than ours.”

Judas said to Jesus, “And after? Will the human spirit die?”

Jesus said, “has the human spirit lived? Seek this answer, and you will know if it will die.”

Judas said to Jesus, “So is that what these future generations will do?”

Jesus said, “Truly I say to you, I do not know.” After that Jesus laughed.

Judas said, “Jesus, why are you laughing at us?”

Jesus answered and said, “I am not laughing at you but at the errors of all humanity, because we wander about, doomed to repeat mistakes others have already learned, and so waste our time learning nothing new.”

Jesus said, “Truly, though I say to you that those baptized in my name will exceed all of them. For you will sacrifice the man for the clothes. Already your horn has been raised, your wrath has been kindled, your star has shown brightly, and your heart has hardened. Truly, you shall be rulers, and shall be destroyed by your rule. And the image of your horizon will be exalted as if it were all of heaven, earth, and the angels for all eternity. Look, you have been told everything. Close your eyes and peer through the cloud of your mind to the light within from which your thoughts spring unbidden. 

Judas closed his and saw the luminous cloud, but he could not peer inside, for his thoughts were consumed with a voice that taunted him, saying his generation would not be great and would bring forth defilers and murderers and sully the name in which they were baptized. 

 

 


Kris started writing her bible while sitting in a prison cell. I finished reading it sitting in a different one.

While they had taken my sidearm and flak jacket the police search of me had been rather haphazard. I still had a multi-tool on my belt. I still had my machete, somehow. I guess they didn’t care about knives, or were too lazy to bother. Of course I also still had, in my cargo pockets, the papers comprising all the writings Kris had given me.

The cell was located back downtown, in the Old Courthouse, which apparently was once again being used for that purpose. From signs I saw as I was marched in, this place had once been an historic site, but for whatever reason the Evangelic State saw fit to operate part of their government here.

The courthouse stood in the shadow of the St. Louis arch, and through the grating on the small window I could see it against the rising sun.

I could not tell what this room had been before, but it was obvious it had not started as a prison cell. The window grating was tacked on with wall studs into drywall, looking flimsy enough that I thought I could tear it off with enough effort. There was an ordinary door, locked with a dead bolt from the outside, and some electrical outlets around the edges. Everything else in the room except for a cot had been cleared out, meaning also that there was no toilet and no water.

There was also no light, so I spent most of the night in listless darkness. Only once the sun started to rise did I have enough light to read by. After I had finished reading I dragged the cot to the interior wall and sat looking out the window, hoping I would not have to endure a long term stay in this room.

Sitting there I contemplated taking out my machete and setting things up to strike when the guards returned. I figured though that the police around here would have no compunction about shooting a prisoner, and so such a move would just mean taking a guard or two with me. Instead I leaned against the wall and almost lolled back to sleep.

I jerked awake when I heard the dead bolt on the door open. The door cracked, and then a pair of armored officers entered. “Come on,” one of them said. As I stood up one of them stepped forward and grabbed my arm, roughly jerking it back and cuffing my hands behind my back.

I walked between then as they escorted me down some blank halls to an interrogation room. The wide table and one-way mirror were all too obvious, though I wondered at what point they had installed them.

At the table sat Kris, her hands cuffed behind her as well. A dozen guards with automatic rifles stood around the room, all of them watching me intently. I wondered if they had left me armed specifically hoping I would give them an excuse to shoot me. They sat me in a chair next to Kris and took up positions behind us.

She said nothing, not even looking over at me. “How are you?” I asked.

“No talking!” one of the guards shouted, startling me a little.

“I’m okay,” Kris said as if there was nobody else there.

After that I sat there wondering what would happen next. Then a door opened and another cluster of people flooded in, cramming the room to its capacity. Following behind another group of armed guards were a trio of men in fancy uniforms of indistinct rank or organization. Accompanying these men was Logan, still dressed as he had been the night before. He had the same downcast expression and blank stare as Kris.

“Logan, you fuck!” I shouted at him, unable to contain myself. “You rolled us, you mother fucker, you fucking sold us out!”

“No cursing!” As he shouted the guard stepped forward and, with the butt of his rifle, struck me across the top of my head. A flash of multi-colored stars clouded my vision as I slumped in the chair. I might have said something more, but I was unsure if the command ever got to my mouth. I felt certain I was at least stammering something incoherent as I blinked and tried to clear my eyes.

“Okay people, settle down” the lead officer in the group stood behind a chair on his side of the table, his entourage formed up behind him. “I am Police Chief Pullman of the Evangelic State Department of Religious Liberty. I suppose you know why you’re here.”

“Nobody really knows why they’re here officer,” Kris said to him. “Least of all you.”

I was not sure if she meant something profound by this or if it was just something cryptic to put him off balance. If so then it worked. He stared at her, started again with an ‘um,’ then decided to stop and sit down.

“Look, I know who you people are.”

“Who are we then?”

The officer’s shoulders slumped. “Let’s not play games. I know you’re working for the separatists out west. I know you’re part of the so called Red Cross Resistance. I know you were responsible for the attack on the Union Square government center two nights ago.”

“I’d hardly qualify it as an attack.”

“Look lady, right now I have bigger problems, which is why I’ve agreed to a deal with your friend here to get you released.”

“Like the last deal he made with you?” I asked with heavy sarcasm. “Logan, you fucking traitor!”

“No cursing!” A guard shouted over me. I think he may have been stepping forward to strike me again, but a look from the police chief held him off.

“This,” Logan spoke without looking up at us. Even then he seemed to struggle with the words. “This is a better deal. We’ll all get to go free.”

“Just like we got with the last deal?” I still could not help myself. “Why the fuck would you ever trust these people?”

“Greg, you don’t have a choice.”

“Thanks to you. Fuck you man, you fucked us and now . . .”

“Greg,” Kris said. I turned to look at her, but could not meet that intense stare for long. She turned back to the police chief. “What is this deal?”

“Right now I’ve got a large crowd of people gathered right outside, making unreasonable demands. I don’t want to have to use force to disperse them, not on Christmas day. All I need is for someone to convince the crowd to disperse.”

“That’s all?”

“That’s it.”

She paused, staring at him, expressionless. “And we can all go free? Greg, me, and Logan.”

“Yes.”

“And there won’t be any violence against the crowd.”

“Well, that’s not something I can guarantee. Some people may have to be arrested.”

Kris turned her stare to Logan. “We all go free though,” he said. “We leave this city, with our vehicles, tonight.”

“And never come back,” the police chief added.

There was a long pause that followed. Kris stared down the police chief, then Logan, then at last turned to me. This time I held her gaze and tried to smile, though I’m sure she saw how half-hearted it felt.

“Yeah okay,” she said. “I’ll tell them to disperse.”

“Excellent,” the chief said. “Let’s do this.”

Without further preamble he was up and moving, and so were all his guards. Kris and I were hauled to our feet, had our handcuffs removed, then marched out into a vast, open, circular hall and from there out into the cold morning.

The sun still sat on the horizon, illuminating the sky but nothing else. The Old Courthouse itself looked like a typical state capital building, with Roman columns and a high dome. Right in front at the curb was a line of police rovers and assault drones, perhaps the same convoy that had brought us in the night before.

Beyond this police line was a giant crowd, spilling away down the green-way and the parallel streets that ran away from the courthouse. They were hemmed in by armored drones arrayed along side streets, with police cars and officers in ranks behind these. Both the police and the crowd were mulling about, each not paying attention to the other, as if they had settled in for a long siege.

We were marched up to stand just behind the police line and then approached again by the police chief. “Alright. All I need is for you to get these people to go home.”

“A lot of them don’t have homes to go to,” Kris said.

“Be that as it may, they need to get out of the streets and go somewhere else,” he gesticulated down the green way. “Can you get them to do that?”

Kris stared at him, long and hard, her face unmoving. “They’ll do what they want. I’m just the messenger.”

“Here,” he handed her a bullhorn. “You can climb up on one of the assault cruisers to talk to them.”

“I’d just as soon not.”

With the bullhorn in hand Kris started forward. I followed behind, and Logan stepped forward from among the police to join me. I stopped when I saw him, thinking about just going ahead and punching him right there. My fists clenched and my vision came through a red filter. I was about to strike, but then the moment passed and I realized Kris had stopped to wait for me. I laughed a little at myself and moved after her, ignoring Logan instead.

Most of the cops stood in a line right behind their cruisers and armored drones. Kris walked right up to this and then passed them, squeezing between some vehicles to emerge out right in front of the crowd.

People backed away a little, giving her space. She stopped just in front of the drones, then turned around. Her gaze met mine, and she stared at me for a second with an expectant look. All I could do was stare back dumbly until she gestured for me to join her.

Again I paused, unsure, but then went forward myself. Moving to the other side of the drones felt grossly exposed, with their guns and crowd control weapons all pointed our way like a thorn bush. I tried not to eye those weapons as I came to stand beside Kris.

She placed a hand on my arm and smiled at me, then turned to the crowd.

“Everyone,” she spoke into the bullhorn, her voice magnified across and echoing oddly off the buildings. I actually spotted people in those buildings, on the roof or looking out windows. I wondered at what point the crowd had overrun these buildings. They outnumbered the cops and soldiers behind the drone line, and even with that superior firepower I understood the chief’s reticence about forcing the issue.

“Everyone, please,” Kris said. “Hello. I don’t,” she paused, lowering the bullhorn to look around at the crowd. A hush fell over the world.

Collecting herself Kris continued. “I don’t know most of you, but all of you turned out here to support me and my friends, and for that I’m truly grateful. Most of you were with,” she paused, glancing away. I realized there were tears in her eyes. I reached over and put an arm around her. She smiled at me, then back at the crowd.

“Most of you were there with me the other night, when,” she paused to collect herself again. “Were there the other night to claim the right to live from those who would just as soon see all of us die. I’m,” she took a deep breath. “I’m only here, I only exist at all, because you believe in me.”

She lowered the bullhorn again to look around at the crowd. I could hear the hint of tears in her voice, but looking at her she was doing an amazing job of maintaining her composure, her stare as hard and unwavering as ever.

“Now, I’m afraid, it’s time for all of us to go. You all know the army arrayed behind me doesn’t care about your lives. They would cut us all down where we stand, except they don’t want to do it on Christmas Sunday. If we’re all here to tomorrow they’ll kill us all and assure themselves we were never human, that we didn’t really exist in the first place. I don’t want to see you all die. They’ve agreed to let us go, all of you and me and my own people, if you all leave this place today. Go home, or wherever you can best find shelter, far from here. Get away from this place. Please. I wouldn’t ask you to do this for the murderers standing behind me, but I’m asking you to do it for me, and more than that, because I don’t really exist beyond your vision of me, I’m really asking you to do it for yourselves.”

When she lowered the bullhorn again I had no idea what to think. Neither, it seemed, did the crowd. They all just sort of stared. I heard some rumblings, some random shouts among them, but I could not tell what was said, or even the tone the reaction took. They seemed confused, or in shock.

“Please,” Kris said. “I didn’t come here to start a revolution. If I thought there was something to be gained by you staying here, I would tell you to stay, and forgot what happens to me. But I don’t think we can win. They’ve tolerated us so far, but when they get tired of us they’ll gun us down in mass, and we’ll have gained nothing. There’s nothing for you to die for here today. Leave, and live to see this through another day.”

There was a louder, more persistent stirring in the crowd this time. I noticed some of the people watching from the nearby buildings had slipped away. Then I noticed a gap had been opened in the police lines on the far side of the crowd, on the side streets leading north. A trickle of people began to move that way.

“Thank you,” Kris said, then switched off the bullhorn and let it fall to the ground.

From out of the crowd I spotted Hannah and Brandon. They stood a head taller than most people as they pushed against the general flow. I nudged Kris and pointed at them, but this got nothing more than a wane smile.

When Hannah at last broke free from the crowd she rushed right up to us, the Fischer brothers following in her wake.

“Kris.” She gathered up our leader in a big hug. “Thank God you’re alright.”

“We should get out of here,” I said, pointing toward the exiting crowd.

I looked back at Kris, only to see there were already a group of paramilitary men moving out from the drone line to encircle us. Suddenly I was being grabbed from behind even as I saw the Fischer brothers tackled to the ground.

“Hey, what the hell is this?” Hannah said.

“Ahhh!” I yelled out as my arm was twisted behind my back by one of the soldiers. “Hey. Hey. You said we could leave.”

“Yeah right,” one of them said. “Like we would ever let a terrorist leader go free.”

“You can at least let my people go free,” Kris said, but further conversation was cut off as one of the soldiers grabbed her arm and slammed her to the ground.

“Help!” Hannah shouted back toward the crowd. “Help!”

There were still plenty of stragglers waiting as the mass of people slowly flowed outward. Some of them turned around, and then started to approach us. “Hey, what the fuck!” someone in the crowd said.

“Stay back!” One of the soldiers turned an automatic rifle toward the approaching group.

“What the fuck is this?”

“No,” Kris tried to get her head up to shout from the ground. “No! Run!”

“You can’t arrest,” one man started to come forward from the crowd.

Somewhere nearby me gunfire erupted. Before I could tell from where the world went into a spin as I was slammed to the ground. I tried to get back up but was slammed again, this time a knee pressing against my neck. I struggled, but the force pressing down on me just got greater. I took a moment to focus my eyes, looking over at Kris. Like me she had a soldier on top of her, driving a knee into her back. Screams and gunfire continued above and around us, though I could see nothing of what was going on, and after a moment it all started to sound very distant.

*     *     *

The Old Courthouse had a courtroom that was a mix of old that was new and new that was old. There was a judge’s bench and witness stand that looked like they dated from the nineteenth century but at some point must have been varnished and restored. The tables for the lawyers and defendants, and the seating for the audience, were cheap, rotted and busting furniture likely made in some special economic zone within the past decade and never meant to last beyond a year.

Even as some kind of riot and massacre occurred along the green way we had been dragged back into the courthouse and straight to the central courtroom. The guards made a point of jostling us and pushing us into our seats with more force than necessary, a tactic I had seen plenty of during my brief time at Spiderhead.

It was Kris, myself, and the Fischers sitting alone in uneven folding chairs at the defendant’s table, itself some kind of folding picnic table with a torn vinyl surface. There was nobody across from us on the prosecution side, but there was a small audience gathered behind us, sitting quietly.

Outside we continued to hear the sounds of whatever atrocity was happening. Gunfire erupted in short bursts, punctuated by explosive thunderclaps and interspersed with long stretches of nothing. At one point I heard a helicopter buzz overhead.

There was no clock in this room, so I had no idea how long we remained sitting like that. Windows let me know that the sun had moved, and I sensed that the morning had drug on closer to noon.

The monotony was interrupted not by any official proceeding getting underway but by a disturbance in the gallery behind me. I turned to see Logan taking a seat in the front row. He leaned forward over the old, nineteenth century wooden railing that divided off the onlookers. “Guys.”

“Logan, you fuck!” I said at full volume, not caring who was listening. “You fucked us. You’ve completely . . .”

“I know!” He spoke at a loud whisper. “Okay, I know, I fucked up. This wasn’t the deal we were suppose to get.”

“What the fuck were you thinking?”

He stammered some, fumbling over his words.

“You fucking betrayed us! How was that ever,” in my rage I started to stutter and mutilate my words into nonsense.

“Greg, Greg, listen! I fucked up, okay, but you guys can still get out of this.”

“What the fuck are you . . .”

Logan shouted to cut me off this time. “Shut the fuck up and let me talk. We still have a chance. None of you are citizens of the Evangelic State.”

“What the fuck does that matter?”

“They can’t try non-citizens. It’s part of their, I don’t know, charter, whatever the fuck emergency legislation excuse they have for being in power. Non-citizens have to be tried by a federal judge, which they don’t have here.”

“So how does that help?”

“Just keep insisting on it. Tell them you’re not citizens and demand to see a federal judge.”

“Nothing about that sounds like a good idea.”

“Trust me.”

“Trust you? Fuck man, we did trust you and look where we are!”

“All rise.” The bailiff who had just entered through a side door was wearing the uniform of the Department of Virtue Promotion, the paramilitary men we had seen patrolling the blighted district. “The court of the Evangelic State of Iowa, Missouri, and Arkansas is now in session, Governor Abrams presiding.”

The men who walked in next were not wearing judicial robes. They wore plain grey suits, and since there were six of them I had no idea which was the governor. They arrayed themselves along the judge’s stand.

They all sat down, and so did we, negotiating with the seats since our hands were all still hand-cuffed behind our backs.

The bailiff approached the bench with a sheaf of paperwork that he handed over. “Sir. This is the case of the Evangelic State vs. the leaders of the so-called Red Cross Resistance.”

“Thank you.” I assumed the one who took the paperwork and was now speaking was the actual governor. I was unsure if he was governor of the whole Evangelic State or just some part of it or what. “Now,” he said, “you folks are known as the Red Cross Resistance, correct?”

“No,” Kris said.

“No?”

“No, I have never claimed that title. Who are you?”

“Ma’am, we’re the ones that will be asking questions.”

“Is this a trial?”

The governor chortled a little laugh at this. “Of course. Where did you think you were, Miss,” he fumbled through some paperwork looking for a name.

“Kris is my name, and I have no idea what this is. None of you are dressed like a judge. You were announced as Governor Abrams, but I see six of you. Are you all Governor Abrams? Or is he Governor Abrams maybe?” She nodded toward the bailiff. “And just what are you governor of?”

“Well, Kris,” he said her name with forced disdain. “I am the governor of the Evangelic State of Iowa, Missouri, and Arkansas, and along with my fellow convention members we are acting as the jury for your trial today, so I suggest you show a little more respect . . .”

“You’re the governor and the judge? Isn’t that a violation of the separation of powers? Seems un-American.”

She did not quite finish before he pulled out a gavel and banged it against the stand. “That’s enough. Now, the defendants, being members of the aforementioned Red Cross Resistance, are hereby charged with willfully violating the sovereignty and sanctity of the Evangelic State, trespassing, vandalism, unlawfully impersonating a federal officer, petty burglary, grand larceny, practicing unlawful medicine, practicing proscribed medicine, practicing unlicenced medicine, profane speech, profane acts, heresy, and witchcraft.”

Now it was Kris’ turn to chuckle, except in her case she could not contain herself and this turned into an outright laugh.

“You find something funny?” one of the other men, the convention members or whoever they were, asked with the most stern, humorless face I had ever seen.

“Yes. Witchcraft? Really?”

“Do you deny having cured multiple people of the plague known as the Genetic Toxin Virus?” the governor asked.

“I administered such a cure, yes, and saved many lives in the process.”

“Since there is no such cure where did you come by this concoction you gave out to so many unsuspecting people?”

“It fell into my hands after being stolen, I assume from the GSA.”

“A convenient excuse,” a different convention representative said. This one was old to the point of looking cragged, his face an impassive rock. “We all know there is no cure for a plague sent by God, save for prayer.”

“God must have answered my prayers than.”

“More likely you are in league with the Devil.”

“Are you saying the Devil can cure God’s plague? Sounds like the devil is more powerful.”

“The devil is more powerful!” The governor cried out in what sounded like legitimate shock. “Well. Do you still wish to deny the charge of witchcraft?”

“Yes! Absolutely.”

“Despite the damning evidence against you,” the governor asked, “you contend you’re not in league with Satan? Keep in mind that denial will only make it worse for you.”

“I am not in league with Satan, and even if I was, this is still America, and last time I checked I still had the freedom of religion.”

“Freedom of religion is not meant as a shield for Satanists and diabolists to hide behind.”

“That’s exactly what it is. Witchcraft is not a crime.”

“It is in the Evangelic State.”

“I’m not a citizen of the Evangelic State.”

“Those within the borders of a state must still abide by that’s state’s laws.”

“Since I’m not a citizen it’s my understanding you cannot stand trial over me.”

This, at last, got a pause from the panel of judges. There were some murmurs and uncomfortable sidelong glances exchanged among them.

Governor Abrams cleared his throat as he restarted. “So do you deny actually committing the act of heresy?”

“By your definition I’m sure I have.”

“Are you saying, in open court, that you do not accept Jesus Christ as your lord and savior?”

“Well that wasn’t what I was saying, but I don’t think he can save me now.”

“Jesus can always save those who choose to be saved.”

“Somehow I doubt that.”

The cragged face judged leaned forward. “Are you saying you doubt God?”

“Doubt God?”

“Do you believe in God, Miss,” the cragged face judge waved his hand toward her, “whatever your name is.”

“Not in the sense you do.”

“Are you admitting to being an atheist?”

“If you must put a label on me then yes, I will accept that one.”

There was a murmur from the audience this time, and I resisted the urge to look around at them. The governor banged his gavel. “Okay, okay. I think I’ve heard enough. I move we vote on the entire docket of charges.”

“Point of order,” the convention member on the end, a man with thick glasses and a bad comb-over, interrupted.

I could tell from the sudden deflation of the other judges that this was not the first time he had interrupted their proceedings with that phrase. “Point of order. The defendant is correct, if they are not citizens of the Evangelic State of Iowa, Missouri, and Arkansas, than this trial requires the presence of a federal judge or equivalent representative before any final verdict can be rendered. In fact,” I saw the other judges slump further as this one pulled up some binder filled with paperwork to point at a block of text. “In fact, the key statute establishing for the Evangelic State to operate its own courts implies strongly,” heavy emphasis on the word strongly for whatever reason, “that a federal judge should preside over such proceedings.”

The governor looked back and forth at those around him.

“The Secretary of Religious Liberty has a point,” the stern-faced judge said.

“Telly, is this really necessary?”

The man on the end straightened his glasses. “The statutes granting authority to this convention are what separate our legitimate, constitutional government from, from these anarchists,” he gesticulated toward us.

“Alright, alright. Court will take a recess while we find a federal representative.”

He banged the gavel and the panel of judges or governors or whoever they were filed out of the room. The rest of us, guards and audience and defendants, were left just sitting there.

I turned to look at Kris. She continued to stare straight ahead, ignoring or unaware of me. Then she turned to me and offered a wane smile.

“So,” I started to stammer.

“I don’t think we’re getting out of this Greg.”

“Well, maybe,” again I stuttered off, unable to form words.

“I wouldn’t count on it. But look at the bright side.” Her smile grew more genuine. “It’s not like I existed in the first place.”

“I kind of wish you’d stop saying that.”

“You don’t have to like it Greg, but it’s true.”

“How is that true, that doesn’t make any sense?”

“I’d hoped you of all people would understand.”

When she said that I so desperately wanted to understand, but I was left stammering for a response.

Underneath the table, Kris contorted her hand-cuffed arms to slip something out of her pocket. She produced out a sealed, plain white envelope and set this atop my leg.

Still unable to speak I looked back up at her. “One last one,” she smiled.

“From your,” I started to ask.

Kris shook her head. “No. It’s not part of that. This one is just for you.”

I felt myself break out in a weird sweat. “You’ll always exist to me,” I said.

She looked straight at me and broke out in a bright, warm smile that took me off guard. “We’re never as close to being real than when we face our own deaths,” she said. “I think that’s what makes it so frightening. But once you’ve accepted that you never existed in the first place,” she trailed off before being interrupted.

“Guys.” From behind the railing behind us Logan leaned over again, whispering. “Okay guys.”

“God, Logan, what?” I asked.

“I know it looks bad.”

“Logan,” Kris said. He stopped and turned to her. Kris hesitated, leaving everything hanging for an extended pause before also turning to acknowledge him. “Logan, you know what I think of intentions. Are you here to offer a specific plan? Or anything else useful?”

“Well, I,” he stammered and trailed off himself.

Without another word Kris turned away, her gesture as cutting as her stare could be.

“Kris, no, I . . .”

“Okay, okay,” one of the bailiffs approached. “No fraternizing with the accused.”

“No, I . . .”

“Come on.” The bailiff inserted himself in front of Logan, forcing him back behind the railing. Logan lingered there for a second before slinking away to the back of the room, behind the small crowd that had decided to wait here for the trial to resume.

“Can we talk to a lawyer?” I asked of the bailiff.

“Pff. Lawyer.” He laughed aloud and looked over at a fellow watching us from the side of the room. “They want a lawyer.”

This man, dressed more like a soldier in grey-scape camouflage, started laughing as well. “No smooth talking lawyer is gonna save you from God’s judgement.”

“I’m sorry I asked,” I said.

“You’re all dead men walking. Especially you.” The bailiff had circled around now to stand right in front of Kris. “Looks like it’s time to repent.”

“Repent?” Kris asked.

“For your sins. Never too late to accept Jesus.”

“Accept him?”

“Don’t waste your breath,” the soldier said. “They’re all heathens. She sold her soul to Satan.”

“Still not too late,” the bailiff said. “You can repent and accept Jesus and the court will show you mercy.”

“If it makes you feel any better,” Kris said, “I have not sold my soul to anybody.”

“Denying only makes it worse.”

“Dude, don’t bother,” the soldier said. “It’s a lost cause. She doesn’t even believe in God, she said so herself.”

“Just gonna burn in Hell then, huh?”

At this comment Kris just stared, her gaze unwavering.

“Nothing to say huh? Can’t think of anything to say to defend yourself. You’re gonna let all these people go to Hell with you.”

“They can do whatever they want,” Kris said. “In fact I’d encourage them all to disown me the first chance they get.”

“You see,” the soldier said. “This is what you get when you put a woman in charge. Everyone gets dragged into sin. Look at this guy.” He stepped over to stand next to me. “What’s your problem? Why you letting a woman boss you around?”

I started to say something, then decided my best recourse was to follow Kris’ lead. I said nothing, trying my best to maintain a stare as hard as hers.

“She won’t even let you talk huh? Man, you are whipped. Why you let some pussy vaginize you like that?”

This was a word I had never heard before, and it took me a moment to parse the meaning. Again I decided not to say anything, instead casting a look down at the group. I could tell Hannah was seething, but like me she followed Kris’ lead.

“He’s right, ya know,” the bailiff said to Kris. “You should have stayed in the kitchen where you belong. Put a woman in charge they lead everyone to damnation.”

“You get what’s going on here, right sweetheart,” the soldier stepped over toward Kris now. “You’re gonna be executed for this. You’re pretty face ain’t gonna save you this time. You won’t be able to bat those eyelashes and flash some smile and shmooze your way out of this.”

She just continued to stare, right at him. I was kind of impressed that he was unfazed by that look.

“Look at her,” another of the guards said. This one stood looking on from the other side of the room, by the empty prosecutor’s table, dressed as a uniformed police officer. “She wants to repent. She’s desperately trying to hold it in.”

“Ya think?”

“She’s about to start crying. Let it out dear. Be saved. We all know there are no real atheists. As soon as you’re facing death they all chicken out, start calling out for Jesus. Don’t wait until it’s too late.”

“He’s right. There are no atheists in foxholes.”

The police officer continued to expound upon his theory. “Atheist is just an excuse to do whatever you want because there’s no God to stop you. I wonder what sick things she thought she could get away with because she thought God wasn’t watching.”

“Prostitute, I bet, with those looks.”

“What do you say,” the bailiff asked her. “You a whore as well?”

“Ahh, look. She totally is. You guessed it man.”

Whatever sign they thought they saw, I did not pick up on it. Kris was still just staring at them. It was almost a blank, catatonic stare, but she moved her head and her eyes, obviously watching them, obviously listening, revealing no emotion.

“You might be right,” the police officer said. “Probably a whore or fornicator. I hear she claimed to a doctor, so who knows what sort of sick things she did. But I bet what she’s really worried about is the witchcraft. You sell your soul you start praying there’s no God.”

“Who would you be praying to?” Kris asked in a voice much calmer than I expected.

“Shut up whore,” the soldier said.

“Since you’re a witch,” the bailiff said, leaning over the table at her. “Maybe you should use your powers to escape. Break those cuffs and fly out of here.”

“Do you really believe that?” Kris asked.

“What?”

“That I have the power to escape? Right now?”

“You tell me. What sort of powers did you get from selling your soul?”

“I didn’t sell me soul and I have no special powers. If I did I would have escaped already. Doesn’t my still being here prove I’m not a witch.”

“Typical elitist double talk,” the police officer said. “Trying to muddy the waters.”

“Damn, you were right,” the soldier said to the police officer. “She’s into some serious stuff. Do you think she cured those people with the plague by sacrificing animals or something?”

“I hear they sacrifice infants in midnight blood orgies.”

“Yeah, I hear that too. I’ll tell you bitch, I’m glad you’re not repenting. You deserve to burn in Hell.”

“Hey watch out man,” the bailiff said. “I think she’s giving you the evil eye. Could put a curse on you or something.”

Both of them laughed at this. “Go on witch. Cast a spell on us and free yourself.”

They laughed some more. I could honestly no longer tell if they genuinely believed Kris was a witch or not. I took a deep breath as I started to see red again, more mad at these guys than I had been at Logan. Their taunts became a jumble as they seemed to speak over each other.

“She probably thinks if she holds back she can still convince us she’s not a witch,” the officer said. “Either that or she tried to cast a spell but it didn’t work because this building has been consecrated recently.”

“Oh man, that’s right. Too bad, huh bitch. You were really working that evil eye thing too.”

“Maybe she’ll try some kind of hex on us next. Start speaking in some demonic language.”

“She totally looks like she’s going to. Like her eyes are about to roll back and she’ll start cursing or whatever, all demonic possession and stuff.”

“Sure you don’t wanna repent? Look at her, she’s thinking about it, she totally wants to, just can’t admit that she was wrong.”

“Typical atheist liberal, can’t admit everything she’s done is evil.”

“You have anything to say. We’ll hear it. It’s admissible too. Just tell us all the horrible things you did and we’ll put in the good word with the governor.”

They stared at her, as if they actually thought she would break down in that moment. Perhaps they were noticing my own distraught look, despite my attempts to hide it, or Hannah’s physical shaking that made her look to be on the verge of tears. Kris, though, was unmoved, and it came through in her voice when she at last looked up and spoke.

“No. I have nothing to say to you. Are you done now, or do you want me turn another cheek?”

*     *     *

The harassment from the guards continued a little while longer, but at last they got bored with our lack of responses and meandered over to sit and talk among themselves near the exit.

We sat there for another hour, I estimated. At last a different bailiff came into the room, looking stiff. The soldiers and police were quick to spot this and snap to attention.

“All rise. The court of the Evangelic State of Iowa, Missouri, and Arkansas is now in session, the Honorable Porter Pruitt presiding.”

Once again it was not one man but a whole group that filed into the court room. All of the convention members from before were present again, their suits looking a little rumbled. Accompanying them was a man without a suit and tie, wearing instead a button-down shirt and a tweed jacket. His shock of grey hair and frame-less glasses made him look more like an absent-minded university professor than a judge. Still he took the middle seat on the bench and banged the gavel as he sat down.

There was a shuffling behind us as some of the audience that had drifted off during the recess started to make their way back in. Judge Pruitt cleaned off his glasses as he examined something on the bench in front of him and all the convention members looked on with impatient glowers.

“Okay,” Pruitt said. “Let’s get this going. What is this all-important case I need to hear?”

“Right here sir.” The bailiff who had harangued us earlier rushed forward with a folder stuffed with papers and passed this up onto the bench.

“You’re not going to read it?” the judge asked.

“What?”

“Read off the name of the case?”

“Oh, sorry sir. Uh, the case of, the Evangelic State convention versus the Red Cross Resistance.”

Having done that the bailiff hesitated, then handed the folder up to the bench again and scurried back to his post near our table. Pruitt held the folder in his hands with a look of disgust.

“Do you have no tablets, or notebooks, anything?” He held up the folder and looked around at the convention members. “Okay, dead trees it is. Alright, first off, what in the world is the Red Cross Resistance?”

“It’s them, Your Honor,” Governor Abrams said, gesturing at us.

“Is that true?”

“No,” Kris said. “We’ve never taken that title.”

“The case really should refer to the defendants by name,” Pruitt said to the governor.

“She’s the leader of a terrorist cell,” the governor said. “The charges are against any members of that cell, whatever they call themselves.”

“I see,” the judge resettled his glasses and turned to us. “And what is your name Miss?”

“Kris.”

“Ah, I see that, here, you’ve managed to list their names. I presume. Kris what? There is no last name.”

Kris just stared at him.

“Miss, what is your last name?”

“I’m disinclined to answer any question without a lawyer present.”

“Oh for God sakes,” the judge flopped his arms on the bench. “I’m missing my grandchildren opening presents for this. Ma’am, please, you don’t need a lawyer to tell me your name.”

“The way I’ve been treated so far I want a lawyer before I answer any more questions.”

“You know I could find you in contempt of court for this?”

“It would only be an accurate statement of my feelings.”

“Ugh.” Pruitt took off his glasses again, this time to rub his eyes with his palms. “Sometimes I share that sentiment. So, God, whatever, all of you are members of this Red Cross Resistance?”

Kris said nothing, and the rest of us followed her lead. Part of me almost preferred the guard’s harassment to this.

“She’s the leader of a terrorist cell,” the governor said.

“So you’ve told me, and so it says here, but what exactly are the charges against them?”

“They’re written,” the governor started to reach across to point to the papers.

“Okay, okay, I see. Yes, yes, vandalism, theft, this medical stuff, heresy. You realize Governor that none of these are federal crimes.”

“I know, Your Honor, and like I said, we didn’t want to disturb you on Christmas, but our governing statue is very explicit about having a federal representative present for court proceedings involving people from out of state.”

“Present? Do I actually need to be running this trial then?”

The governor hesitated, shooting glances around at the others on the panel.

The thick-glasses technocrat at the end, referred to as the Secretary of Religious Liberty earlier, spoke up as he held up a thick binder. “The statute strongly implies a federal judge needs to oversee the proceedings.”

“Of course it does,” Pruitt sighed. “You guys really need to find our wayward legislature and get this statute straightened out. Alright, so these charges. You didn’t list out the names of the defendants, do the charges apply to the Red Cross as a legal organization or to all the individuals here or what?”

“It, uh,” the governor looked like he had a response, but then hesitated. “The charges apply to all of them.”

“Okay, so you’re charging all, uh, five of the defendants here with practicing proscribed medicine and heresy and witchcraft?”

“Um,” again the governor looked flummoxed, as if caught taking a test he had not studied for at all.

“Do you think they’re all witches?”

“I’m not sure.”

Pruitt threw up his hands, tossing the file folder down the bench. “Who in the world even are these people?”

“I’ve never seen them before,” Kris said, drawing the attention of the panel.

“You were arrested with them,” the governor’s voice almost broke into a shout.

“I was arrested with this man,” she nodded toward me. “These people,” she nodded in the other direction, toward the Fischers, “I have never met before today.”

“So you’re claiming they are not part of your terrorist cell?” The judge asked.

“I am not part of a terrorist cell.”

“Right.” Pruitt turned a questioning look to the governor.

“They were all arrested together. It’s right there in the report.”

The judge leaned forward to reach down and grab the case folder again. He flipped through some pages, scowling as he read.

“In fact it says here these three, identified as Hannah Fischer, Brandon Fischer, and Noah Fischer, were arrested separately, this morning,” Pruitt continued to skim over the document, mumbling to himself. “They were arrested this morning as part of the protest.”

“They were seen cavorting with the witch,” one of the convention members cried out.

“Cavorting?” Pruitt asked with an arched eyebrow.

“I saw them myself. They ran up to the witch and were hugging and talking.”

“It is not a federal crime to talk to someone accused of witchcraft.”

“It proves they know each other,” the governor said. “They’re working together.”

“Is that true?” the judge asked, looking over his glasses toward the Fischers.

“It, uh,” Hannah glanced between him and Kris, obviously still fighting to hold back tears. “All of us fully support Kris and what she’s done.”

“That’s fine, Ms, uh, Fischer, but do you know the defendant?”

Hannah hesitated again, looking around the courtroom. “Yes.”

“So you admit it!” the governor shouted.

“They are followers of mine,” Kris said, her voice still a deathly even tone. “Or fans. As far as I know. I saw them, among the crowd, and they came up to thank me, I assume for helping to cure someone they know. But they are not part of my group.”

Kris shot a piercing glance down the table toward the Fischers. “They’re torn, right now, because they want to stand with me, probably from some misguided sense that it’ll do anybody any good. The truth is they’re not part of this and should have disowned me long ago.”

“So is that true?” Pruitt asked of the Fischers.

Hannah started to cry openly. She glanced to Kris, who just stared back with an impassive look. “Yes,” Hannah nodded, clenching her eyes shut to avoid looking at anybody.

“Yes?” the judge reacted to the hesitation in her voice.

“We’re not even sure Kris exists at all,” Brandon said. “For a long time we didn’t think she existed. For all we know she may not exist at all, could be the person we kept hearing about doesn’t exist and this woman just took the name to get people to help her or whatever. Could be there is no such person.”

“I see,” Pruitt turned his gaze to Noah, “and you?”

Noah shot a glance down at Kris. He took a deep breath, clenched his eyes, and spoke. “Your honor, I didn’t wanna be involved in any of all this. Let these fools talk me coming out here today. I ain’t got no stake in any of this business.”

Judge Pruitt leaned back and drew a deep breath, then turned to the governor. “Do you still want to press charges against these three?”

“Absolutely. They’re lying.”

“Ugh. Alright. Now, um, Miss,” the judge paused, glancing at the paperwork again. “Kris. God help me. Kris, if these people aren’t your associates, then who are?”

“The people I was arrested with.”

He stared, then resettled his glasses and looked down at the paperwork he held. “According to this there were four people at the meeting where you were arrested.”

“Yes.”

“Those are all your associates?”

“All the ones I would claim.”

“Where are they now?”

“One, Hailey, was shot dead at the scene. The other, a man named Logan, is sitting in the audience somewhere behind me.”

“So why wasn’t he arrested as well?”

“He was the one who turned us in to your police.”

Pruitt looked down and shuffled through some of the papers again. “I see.” He paused, letting the courtroom linger in silence while he caught up on the details. “According to this, governor, your people agreed to let the rest of this Red Cross Resistance go in exchange for their leader.”

“That’s what we told them,” the governor said.

“You don’t think you should honor this deal?”

“We don’t negotiate with terrorists.”

“It sure sounds like you did. Is this, uh, Logan Roberts, present?”

“Here, your honor.” Logan still sat behind us in the front row and now shot to his feet.

“Step forward son.”

He came around the railing to stand front and center in the courtroom. I had seen Logan less scared when facing hostile gunfire.

“Did you really turn in your friends to the police?” Pruitt asked.

“I did.” Logan spoke without looking up at the bench.

“May I ask why you did that?”

“I was,” he stopped, his voice catching in his throat. He fumbled with his hands some while he composed himself. “I was promised the rest of us could go free, and that we would get our vehicles and supplies back as well.”

“And what did you intend to do with these vehicles and supplies?”

“Continue west. I was also promised we would be allowed to leave the Evangelic State without further trouble.”

“Is that what you truly intended to do?”

“Yes, your honor.”

“Would you still do that now, given the chance?”

“I, yes,” Logan looked up with a sudden resolve. “Yes, I would encourage the others to do so.”

“The others?” Pruitt looked at Logan over his glasses. “Does that mean you wouldn’t leave yourself?”

“I would rather stay and stand trial with Kris.”

“You admit to the crimes then,” the governor said, more a declaration than a question. “You admit to being a liberal atheist intending to give aid, comfort, and material support to traitors and terrorist.”

“No,” Logan said, and for a moment said nothing more, as if that was his whole answer. “No, I don’t admit to that. And I’m not an atheist.”

Judge Pruitt shot a sidelong glance at the governor, who himself hesitated, then glanced around without getting further comment from the rest of the suits.

“In my experience,” Pruitt said, “making a deal with a police informant, then reneging on that deal, means in the future you won’t find any more police informants, which just makes the force’s job harder. Would you agree chief?”

It was not until that moment that I realized that Police Chief Pullman, who had interrogated us earlier but was now wearing a suit, was among those on the bench. “I, uh, yeah, sometimes, yes.”

“Governor,” Pruitt said, “I’m inclined to honor this deal your police chief made and let these other defendants go free.”

“You can’t do that!”

“Abrams, for the love of God, I am not here just to rubber stamp your proceedings! You have asked me to run this trial of yours, per your own rules, and that is what I am going to do. All the defendants save for Miss, er, Kris, are free to go.”

He banged his gavel. Nobody moved, and I was unsure what would happen next.

“Your honor,” Logan said. “I meant what I said. I would prefer to remain and stand trial as well.”

“Ahhh,” Pruitt almost seemed to collapse back in his chair at this, pushing his glasses aside to rub his face again. “Mr. Roberts, nobody is pressing charges against you. Get out. All of you,” he waved his gavel toward us, “get out. There will be a short recess while I review the details of the charges against our remaining defendant. Assuming, of course, your convention still wish to press charges, governor?”

“Definitely.”

“Alright then.”

As some of the audience filed out for this recess one of the bailiffs came over to our table. Without a word, and avoiding even looking at us as much as possible, he undid our cuffed hands. We all stood, except for Kris, who remained cuffed in her seat. We all hesitated there, like Logan not quite willing to walk out

“Greg,” Kris said to me.

“Yes?”

“Do you remember what I asked you, that night, what I ask you do to if I didn’t make it?”

I stammered at this, the memory of the night at the campground under the stars rushing back. “Yes, I remember.”

“Good. Just wanted to make sure you did.”

Before I could respond further the bailiff started to shoo us away, almost shoving Noah toward the rest of us as he told us to clear the courtroom.

I turned and walked toward the exit, unable to look back and hoping the others were behind me. Outside the courtroom opened on a big, circular hall with flags draped around the perimeter. There was a small crowd out here, mostly the audience from our trial now lingering until court resumed.

I wondered who these people were that decided to show up for a trial on Christmas Day. This was my first chance to get a look at them. Most were dressed rather nice, as if for an evening out. From the critical stares and quick looks away I presumed they were not friendly to our cause. Then I recognized one woman; she had been sitting at a table in the big gala at Union Square when we raided the place a couple of nights ago. Looking around some more I realized there were several faces that looked familiar from that night. I wondered if they had been summoned to testify or if they just heard about the trial and were here to gloat.

From out of that mass of unfriendly faces emerged I couple familiar ones. Austin pushed his way forward first, followed by Lucas and the Alfa sisters. Charlotte, and then Alana, rushed forward right past me. I turned to see them coming up to Hannah, supporting her on either side as it looked like she was about to collapse.

Her husband came forward and got an arm around her. She leaned over to him, and he managed to catch her as she hunched over, her head coming to rest more on his arm than his shoulder, while she started to cry freely.

“We betrayed her,” she managed through her sobs.

Austin stepped up to the little gathering forming around the Fischers. “Not so loud,” he said, glancing at the crowd milling about in this hall.

“It’s true. We sold her out. We let her take the fall for us. We should be sitting in there with her. Even Logan tried to do that much.”

“And got thrown out with us,” I said, noting that Logan was standing just a few feet away, listening in on our conversation but not willing to take a step forward and truly join it.

“That doesn’t matter. We,” Hannah started to blubber through her tears, “we should have stood, we should have, I don’t know, we,” she sobbed off into incoherence.

“Should have done more?” Austin asked. “We’ve been in there watching. There’s nothing more you could have done.’

“This is what she wanted,” Brandon said. “She literally told us it’s what she wanted.”

“She’s said it several times before too,” I said, surprised at the toneless quality of my own voice.

“Yeah, but,” Hannah paused, catching her breath through some sobs, then managed to collect herself enough to stand up and look up at her husband. “That’s just something you say. It’s not,” she sniffled, “we’re not suppose to actually abandon her.”

“This is Kris though,” Brandon said. “Has she ever believed in saying things for the sake of saying them? I think she told us to disown her because that’s exactly what she wanted us to do.”

“That’s,” Hannah shook her head and clenched her eyes. “What kind of people does that make us?”

Brandon held her gaze but seemed unable to say anything more. 

“It makes us people who believe in her,” I said.

Hannah drew a deep sigh and then leaned in to Brandon’s chest, allowing him to just stand and hold her.

“So how did you all manage to find us?” I asked, turning to Austin.

“We were searching for you all night,” Austin said. “Alana woke me up, I don’t know, four AM, to tell me what was happening.”

“When you guys were overdue I got on Eddie’s mobile and started calling any names that sounded familiar,” Alana said. “I managed to get hold of someone who was with Debs, but she didn’t know.”

“So I tried the news streams,” Austin said. “Which got us nothing, but we managed to find a live radio broadcast that said a terrorist leader had been arrested. Talked about a trial going on this morning. So we got another ride from Eddie’s auto-cab place and rushed down here.”

“Where are the others?” I asked in a low voice.

“Back in the Blight, with Debs and her people. They all wanted to come but we agreed it was too dangerous. No sense all of us getting arrested as well.”

“Would it not be safer at Eddie’s?” I asked.

“Eddie is dead. He died some time last night.”

“Kris said he was only in stage two.”

“Don’t ask me,” Austin shook his head. “He looked like shit. When we found him Jake suggested calling an ambulance, but the rest of us put a kibosh on contacting any authorities. So we grabbed some food and random supplies and bailed on his place.”

After this we all fell silent, partly from respect for our lost benefactor and partly from just not knowing what else to say. I found myself looking upward into the high ceiling with its patriotic flags and epic murals.

“So what do we do now?” Noah asked.

“It’s not over yet.” Logan took the lull in our conversation as an opportunity to step in. “They’re still going to have a trial.”

“This is a show trial,” Austin said.

“That’s what I thought too, but all of us are here, freed.”

“For now.”

“Do you think they might change their minds?” Noah asked. “Maybe we should get out of here.”

“No,” Hannah said. “We’re not abandoning Kris completely like that. If she’s got to face that,” she gestured toward the courtroom, “whatever that is in there, we can at least be standing behind her when she does.”

“Should one of us at least try to get word to the others?” I asked. “Let them know we’re still alive and what’s happening.”

“They have Eddy’s mobile, still,” Austin said. “If we can find a way to contact that.”

“I wouldn’t risk it,” Logan said. “Not in this part of town. If we want to get word one of us should slip out and head back to the mall.”

“No,” Hannah said. “I’m staying here.”

Logan looked around, but got no other volunteers. “Well don’t look at me, I’m staying as well.”

“What do you care?” Lucas asked with venom in his voice. “You turned her in.”

“You think this is what I wanted? I’m doing what I thought was best for us, for all of us, and by the way, what Kris wanted. It’s like Greg said, she’s told us before, she doesn’t really exist. Maybe that means she’s crazy or delusional, but if we take her at her word it means she was willing to sacrifice herself for the rest of us. She literally said she would turn herself in if it meant the rest of us could get out of this state.”

“And you took her literally!”

“That’s how she meant it! At least, that’s how I thought she meant it. I don’t know. I fucked up, okay, but I thought,” Logan let out a breath and turned away.

“I thought so too,” I said calmly. “If we’re being honest. I really do think she meant it.”

Another pall passed over our conversation, each of us staring at the ground in our own thoughts.

“Well if nobody else will,” Austin said, “I’ll head back and tell the others what’s going on. I’m probably the person most likely to be recognized from the raid the other night anyway.”

With that he turned up the collar on the long coat he had acquired somewhere and slipped off into the crowd.

The rest of us just stood there. Looking around the large chamber I noticed people gathered in other small groups, all of which were giving us a wide berth. I turned back to examine our group, finding Hannah and Brandon, as well as the Alfa sisters, leaning on each other for support, while both Logan and Noah stood looking about anxiously.

I decided to take some initiative and got us all moving over to take a seat at one of the sparse benches that circled this room. They were wooden, another polished and restored antique, and quite uncomfortable.

It was not long this time before there was a stirring in the crowd and people began moving back toward the courtroom. No announcement had been made, but the news seemed to have spread through the crowd quickly even as it excluded us. By the time we got in the place was packed full. We found standing room at the back, near the door, just as the panel of judges re-entered.

“Okay,” Judge Pruitt still sat at the center of the bench, flanked by the convention members. “Governor Abrams,” the judge said, “I have had a chance to review the case file and the list of charges your people have assembled. Most of the charges appear to me to be spurious or unsubstantiated. There may be grounds to go forward on some of the lesser charges.”

“Excellent,” the governor said. “Let’s take a poll on the verdict. All those who find the defendant guilty . . .”

“Whoa, whoa. What are you doing?”

“Your honor?”

Pruitt stared at him, exasperated. “I said there is enough evidence to go forward. In truth some of these charges should really require convening a grand jury. The only thing we decide today is how high to set bail.”

“That’s outrageous,” one of the scowling convention members said. “The abysmal speed of the courts is one of the reasons this convention was empowered in the first place. We intend to get to a verdict here today.”

“But,” Pruitt held out his hands. “If you intended that why do you need me here?”

It was the thick-glassed man on the other end of the bench that spoke up immediately. “The statute establishing the convention of the Evangelic State requires . . .”

Pruitt waved his hands as he cut this man off. “Right, right, okay, I get it. So what does your statute say, that I’m to issue a ruling?”

“You’re to handle the proceedings.”

“Per federal law?”

“Uh,” the little bureaucrat turned back to his thick binders and began flipping through pages. “The statute doesn’t specify on that point.”

“Right. Okay, Kris, we’ve read the charges against you. How do you plea?”

“Not guilty,” she said.

“A damned lie,” the scowling man said. “I move we vote on the verdict.”

“Are you running this or am I?” Pruitt shot him down before he could continue. The convention panel all settled down, as did some of the murmurings in the audience. The judge glared at them all in turn, then leaned back in his chair and rubbed his face with his hands, a move that seemed to be his trademark, at least for today.

“As the presiding judge in,” he gestured with his gavel, “whatever this court is, it is my opinion that most of the charges against the defendant, in particular those related to certain medical practices and religious beliefs, lack sufficient evidence for a trial, and in fact that the laws proscribing certain religious practices are unconstitutional and unenforceable. The court would be willing to drop these charges if the defendant will agree to plead guilty to the lesser charges of trespassing and petty larceny and pay a commensurate fine.”

He looked about at the panel, waiting for their reaction.

“That’s outrageous!” the big scowler said again.

“You’d set her free?” the one with the cragged face said. “She’s a known terrorist!”

“She’s an alleged terrorist,” Pruitt gestured at the man with his gavel, “and the evidence you have to that effect amounts to rumors and conjecture.”

“It’s not rumor, it’s faith,” the governor leaned forward, pointing back at Pruitt with little jabbing motions. “We have faith, sir.”

“You can’t convict someone based on your faith.”

“Of course you can. As leaders and judges there is nothing more important than faith.”

“As a judge,” Pruitt said slowly, “there is nothing more important than evidence.”

“Evidence? What good is that? If faith won’t convince you what good will evidence do?”

Pruitt looked like he had been physically struck by this comment. “What will evidence do? It’ll convince me! It’ll convince anybody, any objective person, whatever they believe. Evidence is the currency of the whole judicial system. If I’m presiding over a real, American court, than actual hard evidence is all I’m willing to consider.” He looked around at the panel. “Do you have anything?”

“She’s admitted her crime,” the police chief said. “That’s evidence.”

“Admitted to what crime? She plead not-guilty.”

“She’s admitted to being a heathen.”

“That’s not a federal crime and not something I’m going to hold her over.”

“But,” the governor gestured at Kris. “But you have to. It’s against the law.”

“It’s against the laws passed by your convention. If you want to try her under your laws do it yourself. If you’re leaving this to me I’m going to impose a fine and let her go.” Pruitt returned the stern look the convention members were giving him, then turned to Kris. “Dear. If I asked you to pay a fine do you have the means to do so?”

“It depends on how large it is.”

“Of course. Assuming you did, and I let you go, what would you do?”

“I would leave town as fast as I could.”

Pruitt threw up his hands. “That’s good enough for me.”

“No!” the governor shouted.

“No?”

“No, you can’t do that.”

“I can, as far as I can tell. Your system allows it. So what do you want to do here?”

“Hold on.”

The governor started to move his chair over, but it was apparently too crowded behind the bench. He got up and moved over to the end where the convention member with thick glasses sat with his binders. The governor, the bureaucrat, and a couple others seated nearby all leaned in, whispering among themselves.

Some side conversations started around the courtroom as well, people whispering to create a low murmur. I wondered again about the people who showed up for a trial on Christmas Day, if this the height of entertainment in the Evangelic State, or if there something particularly dramatic about this trial, featuring an accused terrorist and member of the fabled Resistance.

The convention members broke their little huddle and returned to their seats. “The statue requires all cases to be handled by a vote, which we will hold now,” the governor said. “On the charges of witchcraft and heresy, to which the defendant has freely confessed, how do each of you find?”

He started with the opposite end, where the scowling judge declared ‘guilty.’ One by one they rendered guilty verdicts, until it got to Judge Pruitt.

“Don’t look at me, I’m not taking part in this farce.”

“The record will show that Judge Pruitt, acting as chairman, abstained,” the governor said. “Record my vote as guilty.”

The rest of them on down voted guilty as well. “This panel of the Evangelic State convention has found the defendant guilty of witchcraft and heresy. You are hereby sentenced to death by fire.”

Governor Abrams cast about before locating the gavel sitting in front of Pruitt. He started to reach across to claim it, but the judge held up an arm to intervene.

“Before you do that,” Pruitt said, “you gentlemen do all realize that the defendant is still not a citizen of the Evangelic State.”

“What of it?”

“It means sentencing her to death without the approval of a federal court is still against your precious law.”

“It’s not against God’s law. We will not suffer a witch to live. The convention has ruled and the execution of that sentence will be carried out tonight at dusk.”

With that the governor reached across, jamming himself right in front of the judge, grabbed up the gavel, and banged it several times. This sent a series of murmurs and sporadic shouts and haphazard applause through the audience. Everyone stirred, seeming as though they were ready to rush out with the news, but were interrupted by Judge Pruitt.

“Order, order,” he grabbed back the gavel and banged it himself, continuing to do so until the audience quieted down. It was apparent the judge had more to say, and it seemed the crowd was anxious to hear it, as a hush settled in over the courtroom once everyone realized there was more drama to unfold.

“Governor Abrams. As I was looking over your statues during the previous recess I noticed that, as a federal judge, I have the power to commute one criminal sentence each year. Each calendar year, I should say. Since I was not previously aware of this it is a prerogative I have not employed.”

The governor had to look to the bureaucratic Secretary of Religious Liberty, who gave a nod even as he flipped through some binders.

“Trust me,” Pruitt grinned, “it’s in there. This is not something I would just make up.”

“You intent to pardon this witch?” the governor asked.

“It seems like a worthy case for it.”

“He does have that prerogative,” the secretary jabbed a finger at a page in the binder as he found the relevant passage.

“Fine,” the governor said, “but pardon someone else, someone else on death row.”

“You don’t have much of a death row, governor, or rather your row seems quite truncated.”

“The only other person waiting for execution,” Police Chief Pullman said, “is Frank Boone. We were planning that one for the New Year’s celebration.”

“Fine, yes, pardon him,” the governor said.

“Frank Boone?” Pruitt adjusted his glasses as he stared at the governor. “The serial killer? You would rather me pardon a rapist and child molester than this woman?”

“Yes!” An emphatic frustration broke into the governor’s voice. “Yes I would. The whole of the Christendom would, quite frankly. Isn’t that right?”

He addressed the crowd, which responded with a roar of approval that surprised me, both in its intensity and in the crowd having an emotional investment in this at all.

“You seriously want me to pardon the serial killer?” Pruitt asked.

“Or you could just not use this power and pardon noone,” the governor said.

“Okay, okay, you know what. Fine.” Pruitt stood up, making a dramatic gesture of dusting off his hands. Then he held them out. “I’m out. This is all on you guys. You do what you want, but don’t come get me again to legitimize your show trials.”

“Your honor,” the governor said plaintively.

“No.” Already Pruitt was shuffling past the other judges toward the exit. “No, I’ve missed Christmas to sit through this nonsense, I’m not doing it again. From now on I’m not showing up unless you’re holding a real, American trial and not some farce.”

He got to the door, flung it open, and was gone. The crowd stared, rapt and now filled with an anxious excitement. The governor cleared his throat and scooted over into the central seat Pruitt had vacated.

“Let the record show that by a fair and accurate vote this court found the defendant guilty of witchcraft and heresy and sentenced her to death. That her heresy may not spread all mention of her deeds and actions other than her righteous execution will be removed from the record. She will be burned at the stake come nightfall, and may God have mercy on her soul.”

*     *     *

It felt like the walk back to the abandoned mall in the Blighted district was a death slog. Despite the clear day and clear streets, I would have sworn it took us more time to get there than it had to march the same distance with a crowd during a storm a couple nights before.

The population at the mall looked a lot smaller than when we first arrived, but nevertheless there were plenty on hand to greet us. Veronica came right up and hugged me, as did Grant, while others mobbed around Hannah.

“What happened to the others?” Jake asked as he shook my hand.

“Logan and Lucas are still downtown,” Brandon said, “trying to recover our cars.”

“Really?”

“I don’t know if they’ll actually honor the agreement, but the judge said they should and let us have all our stuff back.”

“The agreement?”

There were some sidelong glances at this point before Brandon continued. “It was Logan that turned us in. He made a deal with the police to let us get our vehicles back and leave town if he handed over our leader.”

I could relate to the shocked stares this summoned. “No fucking way,” Crazy Ian said at barely a whisper.

“So, is Logan” Veronica furrowed her brow, “working for the police force now?”

“No, not at all,” Austin said. “He was doing what he thought Kris wanted.”

“It’s what she said she wanted,” I added. “For whatever that’s worth.”

“And you let him go to get our cars back?” Veronica asked.

Brandon shrugged. “He’s the one that made the deal.”

“How can you trust him though?”

“I don’t know. I,” Austin paused, shook his head. “Yeah, I don’t know.”

“What about Kris?” Grant asked. “Where is she?”

“She, uh,” now Brandon choked up a little. “She’s due to be executed at nightfall.”

Everyone was struck silent by this news. Standing in the bombed out alcove at the front of the mall I felt a deep chill, both inside and out, seeping through us all.

“So what are we going to do?” Veronica asked.

Austin shook his head. “No idea.”

“Can we rescue her?”

“I don’t know how. We have no weapons, and she’s in the center of an armed city.”

“If we get our vehicles back we’ll have weapons.”

“Even assuming we do, and they let us have all the guns back, there will still only be a dozen of us. Downtown there aren’t just these paramilitary guys but detachments of National Guard soldiers patrolling the streets now.”

“Could we maybe break her out of jail somehow?” Charlotte asked.

“I don’t know how we’d go about it. Does anybody have any ideas?”

“Where is she being held?” Veronica asked.

“The Old Courthouse,” Alana said. “The execution is suppose to take place at the former baseball stadium nearby.”

“Can we get into this place?”

“We just came from there. It’s heavily guarded.”

“Ahem.” From nearby Debs cleared her throat. All of us looked around and became aware of the locals, surrounding us but hanging back to give us space for our reunion. Now Debs stepped forward. “I do hope none of you are thinking about doing something stupid.”

“We’ve already done several stupid things,” I said.

“Well a rescue attempt from the Old Courthouse is more stupid than anything I’ve seen you do. It would be suicide.”

“They have Kris though!” Veronica said.

“Will it do her any good if you die as well?”

None of us could summon a response to that, and Debs took the opportunity to continue. “Thanks to your friend you all have a chance to live, as do we. Let’s take advantage of that. Come on, we’ve got a much better stew on this afternoon.”

She led us into the atrium, where a large fire occupied the hearth, warming a sizeable drum filled with a thick broth. The fire itself gave off a strange, acrid smell, that mixed in odd but not unpleasant ways with the heavy scent of the stew.

It was warmer in here, and I still had my heavy leather coat, so I avoided huddling near the fire. Instead I took a seat on one of the benches around the atrium perimeter, where I leaned back and took in the place.

For whatever had happened earlier in the plaza downtown, there was plenty of Christmas spirit among the Blighted district. There were children about with new toys, though really these were old, dirty dolls and action figures and building blocks that had been scavenged somewhere. Still, they were new to these kids, who seemed quite thrilled with them. They zipped around the derelict building with typical abandon.

There was no Christmas tree, but some decorations had been hung from the railings on the higher levels. Glittering streamers and bright ribbons floated in the updrafts from the main fire as well as lesser trash-can fires spread throughout the atrium.

While we waited for Christmas dinner people stopped by to speak to our group. Most came to thank us for the ration coupons that were providing them an unexpectedly festive holiday. A few mentioned hearing about Kris on the radio. Apparently the Evangelic State was trumpeting this as a major victory against the demonic terrorists undermining the American war effort. Those that talked to us, however, had nothing but good things to say about Kris.

“Could we rally people here?” Charlotte asked. “Go over to the Old Courthouse like we did the other night with a big crowd and demand Kris be released?”

“That crowd just got dispersed by force,” Austin said. “I don’t think they’d be keen on marching right back in.”

“I wouldn’t want to ask that of them,” Alana said.

Austin leaned over toward Debs. “If I might ask, it looks like there aren’t nearly as many people here as there were before. How many did you lose?”

“Not many killed, but there were a lot of arrests this morning,” Debs said.

“Where are those people being held?” Alana asked.

“I’m sure they’re being sent to the Love in Action camps.”

“What are those?”

“Work camps near Springfield and Jefferson City. The ones near Jefferson City are operating or cleaning up chemical plants out there, or maintaining the containment zone around the nuclear reactor that melted down. From what I know nobody comes back from those places. The big one near Springfield isn’t much better. The prisoners out there work in sweat shop factories or on the farms.”

“That’s terrible,” Charlotte said.

“I know. You understand why few of us try to leave the Blight, as bad as this place may seem. Of course some people did leave after yesterday, decided to take their chances on the road. Traveling on foot.”

“That’s what we might be doing soon enough,” Jake said with a sigh.

This sent a pall over the conversation, and it seemed over the whole atrium. I looked up into the still, quiet air at the sunlight filtering in from the skylight high above.

“So there’s nothing more we can do for Kris?” Veronica asked to nobody in particular.

“I don’t know,” Austin said, “but organizing a revolution is out.”

“It doesn’t need to be organized. Enough chaos would give us a chance to break Kris out.”

“How do we start chaos then?”

“We get people and march down there like you did two nights ago.”

Austin blinked a few times, startled, as he stared at Veronica. “How does that not just end in the crowd getting dispersed by force again?”

“That’s how it does end,” Debs said. “I’m sorry, but I’m not risking more of my people for your friend, as much as we all loved her for what she did for us.”

“So Kris can risk her life for you guys but not the other way around?” Charlotte asked.

“Hey,” I said, standing up from my bench and stepping forward into the conversation. “Hey, that’s not fair. Kris wanted it this way.”

“What do you mean?” Veronica asked.

“She told us she was willing to sacrifice herself to get the rest of us out of here. She wouldn’t want us to throw away what she bought us.”

Veronica looked over at Charlotte, who looked to Austin, who could only look off into space with nothing more to say.

“So,” Veronica said, her voice cracking a little with its loss of conviction, “so what are we going to do?”

“These executions,” Debs said, “are open to the public.”

“You think we could stage something then?”

“I’m saying you could be there.”

“We,” Veronica stared blankly. “Just to watch her die?”

“To let her know that you’re still alive.”

“We’d be heading downtown again,” Austin said. “That’s risky.”

“You keep saying that,” Charlotte said, her voice cracking as well. “If we can’t rescue Kris than at least we can be there for her, for,” She could not hold it together. As she started to cry she turned away, halting for a second then walking away from us. Austin started to go after her, but she swatted him aside and went to seek out an isolated corner of the place.

They started dishing out stew a short time later. I was still concerned about the possible toxins being released from the wood they were burning, but I was also quite hungry. I ate at the little bench away from the fire at the edge of the atrium, and when I was finished I leaned back there and almost fell asleep.

Around me a post-dinner calm settled over the place. Sporadic sunshine came through the clouds as the afternoon wore on, sometimes shining down through the skylight or the gaping blast hole out front to create pools of brightness that would quickly fade as another cloud rolled through. Some people moved around to warm themselves in the sunshine wherever it fell. For a brief time their movement seemed to be the only noise in the world.

*     *     *

The quiet, and my half-awake nap, were interrupted by the sound of an engine out front. With more curiosity that apprehension I got up to investigate.

At the mall front, parked in the gap in the improvised wall, was the Fischers’ pickup. It looked as beat up as it had always been, but sounded like it was running fine. Lucas, in the driver’s seat, took it off-road through the front rubble field, entering the mall and driving up almost to the atrium entrance. Logan rode in the cargo bed, a rifle held in his lap, as I often use to do. There were some scattered things back there, but definitely not the great stock of food crates and gear from when I last saw the truck.

Others gathered around to investigate, and as Lucas got out some of us rushed forward, anxious for news. “What happened?” Hannah asked.

Lucas just stood there, dejected, unable to meet her gaze. “They gave us our truck back,” he said.

“That’s it?” Charlotte asked. “Nothing else?”

“What happened to the Beast?” Crazy Ian asked.

“Still impounded.” Lucas took a deep breath. “They said maybe come back after the holidays when they’ve processed all the paperwork.”

“That means we’re stuck here until then though,” Ian looked around at all of us. “Unless we can find another ride.”

“It also means we don’t have much food for the trip,” Veronica said. “What happened to all the supplies we had in the back of the truck?”

“Confiscated.”

“What?”

Lucas looked up at her with a sudden fire. “It means they were stolen. Fuckers said they didn’t know what we were talking about when we asked.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Logan said. We all turned to him as he rolled out of the cargo bed, looking like he could barely summon the effort to move. At first I thought he would just drop to the ground on his face, but he caught himself on the side of the vehicle at the last moment. He stood there staring at the ground before at last summoning the will to look around at us. “It doesn’t matter. The armored truck is gone.”

“Gone?” Brandon stepped forward, looking around for an explanation.

“Gone,” Logan said. “Destroyed.”

“They destroyed it?” Veronica asked in shock.

“They blew it up. The guns were confiscated. Probably took the gold as well. They said they opened it up and found it had illegal medicine inside.”

“So they blew it up?”

“That’s what it looked like,” Lucas said. “Looked like they planted explosives inside. The whole thing was shredded inside out.”

“So they just blew up the GTV cure?” Hannah asked.

“Uh-huh. They told us it was some witchcraft drugs we must a gotten from a pact with Satan. They told us we were all better off without it.”

“That’s,” Hannah trailed off, her mouth hanging open in surprise.

“Really stupid,” her husband finished the thought.

“This is,” Logan said, still staring into space. “This is not what I intended at all.”

“So even if we get the Beast back,” Brandon said, “and had the fuel and supplies to head west,” he trailed off and looked around at us as if afraid to finish his sentence.

“There might not be any point in going,” Lucas said.

“Of course there’s still a point,” Veronica said. “We were going out there to join the Resistance.”

“I kind of think we’ve already joined the Resistance,” Jake said. “You guys of course can do what you like, but if there’s nothing to deliver to the people out west I don’t have any reason to go out there.”

“Dad!” Despite her efforts Charlotte managed to sound petulant. “You said you were going to help from now on.”

“I am helping. There’s plenty of injustice right here to fight.”

“So you’re going to fight these guys? This Evangelic State?”

“From everything I’ve seen and heard about them, I can’t imagine a greater enemy.”

Nobody had a response, so we all fell quiet.

“Damn it, Logan,” Veronica said with sudden anger. “This is all your fault.”

“I know. Fuck, I know. I,” he shook his head, tears welling up. “What have I done?”

“What have you done? You’ve fucked us! You’ve ruined everything! You’ve . . .”

“Hey, hey,” I said. “No. No, that,” I stepped forward and held out a hand toward Veronica to prevent her from rushing toward Logan. “That isn’t what this is.”

“What?”

“Logan,” I started to stammer and paused to reset. “He did what Kris wanted him to do. What she wanted all of us to do.”

“What? She wanted us to turn her in?”

“She said she would trade herself to get the rest of us out of here with our vehicles and everything. She said she would have made that exact same deal.”

“Well yeah, she said that,” Alana said skeptically.

“And she meant it. That’s the point, she genuinely meant it, I think. She,” I paused again, looked around at our whole group, now all staring intently at me. “She knew we’d do it for her, but she also knew the police would never take that deal. They would want the leader. So she volunteered herself. Kris wanted to live in a world where everyone looks out for each other like that, and she knew everyone includes her. She wanted to do this because that’s how she wanted the world to work.”

“Except it didn’t work,” Veronica said. “We didn’t get our stuff back. Because of Logan’s fuck up the GTV cure, maybe the only batch in existence, got destroyed. You think she wanted that?”

“Of course not, but that’s not Logan’s fault. He didn’t know they would destroy it because of gross stupidity. They must have known what it was, or they could have read what it was on those papers the same as we did. If you want to blame someone for destroying the cure blame the people who knew what it was and destroyed it anyway, because they believe in fucking demons and think science comes from the Devil or some nonsense. The blood is on their hands. Just like Kris’ blood is on their hands, and nobody else’s.”

I realized everyone was staring at me with lost, desperate sort of looks. “You talk about her like she’s already gone,” Hannah said.

“Yeah,” I stuttered out this word, then took a deep breath. “Maybe she is. Maybe she never existed in the first place.”

All of us fell quiet. A beam of sunlight lit up part of the atrium a few feet away, then quickly faded.

“Where is Logan?” Brandon asked.

I looked around but did not see him. “Logan?”

We all started to move out, but right away spotted him. He was sitting on a chunk of rubble out near the destroyed mall entrance, a silhouette highlighted in a temporary beam of sunlight.

He sat there, unmoving, even as we called to him and approached. Getting closer I realized he was holding a shotgun. I was not sure if it came from what was recovered in the Fischers truck or what, but it was a combat variety, sleek and polished, obviously having originated with our armored truck cache.

“Logan?”

He looked up at me. The rest of the crew slowly gathered around, giving him a wide berth. He toyed absently with the action on the gun. Perhaps the others did not see, but I noticed he exposed the chamber in the process, revealing that it was loaded.

“Logan?” I asked again. “What are you doing?”

He looked up at me and smiled, a genuine smile I did not quite expect. “What I always do. I’m doing what needs to be done.”

With that he shoved the gun in his mouth and pulled the trigger. I flinched away, and somewhere behind me Hannah screamed.

It turned out that, within the communities of the Blighted district, it had become common to burn bodies. This we did with Logan, setting him across a wooden pallette out on the top level of a nearby parking garage.

To all appearances he was another veteran driven to suicide by PTSD. But as far as I was concerned, he was murdered by the same people that intended to kill our leader, as surely as if they had pulled the trigger.

*     *     *

The baseball field no longer had any grass. It was all just a field of dirt, made dark and soft by the recent rains. There were no bases I could see, just the low rise of what had once been the pitcher’s mound. It was now the focus of the current ceremonies.

Public access, it turned out, meant standing room out on the field. The actual bleacher’s around the former home plate and baselines was reserved for higher ranking officials of the Evangelic State convention. I recognized the governor, front and center behind the catcher’s box, along with some of the others who had sat as judges that morning.

Our whole group was let in, along with a light crowd, through a tunnel that opened up through a gap cut into the outfield wall. The whole outfield seemed to be open to people, but most of the crowd bunched up along the former baselines, the baseball diamond serving as the stage, as it were.

There were Evangelic State paramilitary personnel from their various departments as well as National Guardsmen watching over the crowd, but nobody was taking tickets or even taking explicit note of who was entering. We got in without a second look from the guards.

Inside, following in the wake of Brandon and Hannah, we all jostled our way toward the front. We managed to claim a spot near what had once been first base. Already, out on the pitcher’s mound, a pyre had been constructed. It was a lot bigger and more ominous looking than the one we had burned Logan’s body on a few hours earlier. From the middle of the pyre rose a tall wooden stake, looking like it may once have been part of an old telephone pole.

The big lights meant to illuminate the whole field were a patchwork of their former selves. As twilight descended we found ourselves standing on a dark field, with some random bright spots and a few pools of deeper blackness toward the far corners.

“Did you guys hear this?” Crazy Ian suddenly asked.

“What?”

He kept his voice low as he continued. “This group over here is listening to a radio. They were saying that the, the police or whoever, they seized a major terrorist supply cache yesterday. It was saying they’re going to hold some kind of raffle to distribute all of it.”

“Seriously?” Veronica asked.

“That’s what it said. Said there was food, camping gear, a car, and some other stuff.”

“You sure they’re talking about our stuff?” I asked.

“It sounded like it.”

“Of course it’s our stuff,” Lucas struggled to keep his voice down. “Those fuckers. This is fucking robbery.”

“We could enter the raffle,” Brandon said with a shrug. “Try to recover something.”

“I wouldn’t dignify the process by doing that,” Lucas said.

“I don’t think it matters anyway,” Ian said. “Sounds like it’s only for citizens.”

“You mean, of the Evangelic State?” Brandon asked him.

“That’s what I would assume.”

“Fuck.”

We had to wait a little while out there, a chill and a cold wind starting to pick up as the day faded. I was about to fall asleep on my feet when there was a sudden blast of trumpets played out over the loud speaker, coming through with a tinny, distorted sound.

From the nearby dugout a group of Evangelic State police officers emerged. Among them walked Kris, her hands bound in front of her. Her head was dragged down by a sign they had hung around her neck that read ‘heretic’ in bold letters.

Right away there were a series of ‘boos’ from the crowd. Then everyone settled down, however, as the soldiers escorting Kris started shouting, or more rather speaking in loud, projected voices.

“Now would be a good time to use your witch power to escape,” one said.

This got a chuckle running through the audience. The soldiers all smiled broadly, knowing they were the focus of attention now, and the whole group of them began jabbering.

“Maybe she doesn’t want to escape,” another one said. “After all, we’re all just a collection of chemicals anyway. What does a bunch of molecules care if it gets burned?”

“I think she cares and just doesn’t want to admit she was wrong. Still a chance to repent witch. God’s always listening.”

“She’s afraid of God. She’s afraid of being judged for all the evil things she’s done. She’s hoping the Devil will appear and rescue her.”

“Not gonna happen in a consecrated place, witch. There’s no way out for you.”

They got her to the stake. They untied her hands, only to slam her against the stake and wrap a thick rope all around her torso and legs, pinning her arms to her sides. They left the sign around her neck, but now she managed the strength to lift her head up. She stared ahead with that burrowing, implacable stare I had long known.

I felt a giant lump in my throat and had to look away. Right away I was ashamed of this though, and I forced myself to turn back and watch.

After they got her tied up the soldiers continued to work. From some gear piled near home plate they retrieved cans of lighter fluid and a high-temperature burning fire-starter log. The fire-starter was placed amid the wooden scraps right in front of Kris, while they sprayed lighter fluid across the rest of the pyre.

“God, they’re really gonna do this,” Lucas said.

“I know,” I told him without looking away from the scene.

“We have to do something.”

“Like what?”

“Let’s go grab her. Cut her free, get her out of here.”

“We’re surrounded by police officers and National Guardsmen,” Austin said. “We’d just get ourselves arrested. Or shot.”

“We’d get no worse than what Kris is getting.”

“Yes we would,” I said, turning to him. “If we did that we would all die knowing we’d failed her.”

“We’ve already failed her.”

“No we haven’t. Not at all.”

“Keep it down, you guys,” Hannah said. “This is not a sympathetic crowd.”

I looked around, but it seemed most attention was still focused on Kris and the pyre.

“We shouldn’t have come here,” Veronica said. “This is extremely dangerous.”

“We had to,” Hannah said. “Debs was right, if we can’t help her we should at least be here for her.”

“Does Kris care about stupid symbolic gestures?”

“No, but I do. And Kris knows that we all get to decide which things truly matter. It’s important to me that I be here, at least.”

“Agreed,” her husband said, and the rest of us fell quiet.

Around the pyre the soldiers finished their work. Now, from the dugout, Police Chief Pullman came forward. He stood in front of the pyre with a microphone in hand and addressed the crowd in the outfield.

“This heretic,” he pointed behind him without looking back, “has been found guilty of committing acts of atheism and treason, of practicing witchcraft and dark medicines through a pact with Satan, and has admitted to her crimes in open court. In the name of our holy state, and in accordance with the laws of a just God, she will now be put to death.”

He walked away. It seemed they were not even going to give Kris the respect of allowing her some last words, but she spoke them anyway, her voice not carried by a microphone but projected anyway across the hushed field.

“Forsake me, my friends. I am but a mote on this existence, just another drop in the ocean, and all the other drops must carry on if the tide is to be turned.”

One of the soldiers was frantically trying to light up the fire-started log, and managed to get it going just as she finished. It burned for a second by itself, then caught some of the lighter fluid. The whole pyre went up in a rush.

“Oh my God,” Hannah said, burying her face in her husband’s shoulder.

The fire spread across the whole pyre and became a blaze. Kris’ figure vanished within the flames and smoke. She held out well, for a few seconds, then started to scream. Her screams were not words, just piercing shrieks of pain that jolted tears from my eyes. I wiped them away quickly and swallowed hard over the lump in my throat.

I was almost mesmerized by the fire and the sound of screaming, so I did not notice a soldier rushing toward the pyre. He stepped up to its edge with a bucket of water. This he tossed right onto Kris. Other soldiers followed, tossing full buckets of water onto her and the surrounding wood. They came rapidly, a dozen of them, with enough water to quench the blaze. Within a few seconds the fire was almost gone, just a few flickering embers around the edges and a thin haze of smoke.

“What?” Charlotte asked. “What is going on?”

“Did they call it off?” Grant asked. “Was that a reprieve?”

“It’s not a reprieve.” Austin took a step forward, out in front of the rest of us, staring in horror. “They doused the fire to prevent her from dying of smoke inhalation. They wanted to burn her and then prolong the pain. They didn’t want her to die too quickly.”

I stepped forward as well next to him. As the smoke finished clearing around the pyre we could now clearly see Kris. She was still tied up to the stake with the thick ropes. Wood, rope, and skin were all singed. The sign they had hung around her neck, along with hair and clothes, were mostly gone, leaving just tattered remains. Her skin looked blackened in places, otherwise red and blistered and oozing.

The crowd started to drift away. I wondered if they had just come to hear the screaming. Then I realized, at the far edge of the outfield, there was a cluster of people, and much of the crowd was moving in that direction.

“What’s going on?” Brandon asked.

“It’s that raffle, I think,” Crazy Ian stood up on his tiptoes, trying to see over the crowd. “The radio said tickets for it were going to be sold right after the, uh, ceremony here.”

All of us stood there for a second, shocked and perplexed and numb.

“I think we should maybe get out of here,” Austin said. “While we still can.”

“Agreed,” I said, “let’s . . .”

I realized everyone was staring. I turned around to see Lucas was walking forward. He had crossed the invisible baseline that had served as some unofficial demarcation between the audience and the execution ceremony. Now he was halfway to the pyre, staggering forward in a zombie-like shuffle.

“Lucas.”

He did not respond, except maybe to let out a little whimper. I looked around, but it seemed the guards did not care. Some of the soldiers who had thrown water on the pyre were standing nearby, watching him as well. One of them pointed to him and said something to another. Both chuckled at this.

I started to walk forward myself. “Go on,” I told the others. “We’ll catch up.” Despite this they remained, watching.

“Lucas,” I said again. “Lucas. We have to go.”

He was reaching out toward the pyre with his arms as he shuffled closer. I came up to stand right beside him. His face was contorted in unconstrained grief. His hands shook as he reached out toward Kris, who remained lifeless on the stake.

“Lucas.”

He took a few more halting steps forward, to the edge of the pyre, then collapsed to his knees. I thought he might start crawling forward. I came up beside him again and put a hand on his shoulder. He did not seem to notice me, instead doubling over, burying his hands in his face, and letting out a horrific wail.

I looked up at Kris. We were now just a few feet away from her. One more step forward, onto the smoldering wood, and I could have touched her. Up close her body looked even worse, blackened over much of it, with blood leaking from burst blisters at points that had not been cauterized.

She opened her eyes. I jumped a little with shock. Slowly she tilted her head upward, and her gaze came to rest on me. Her eyes had changed, somehow, looking a lighter shade of green, almost translucent. I could not tell if the fire or heat had changed them, or if it was just the low lighting or the red and blackened color of her skin. Still, somehow, she managed that stare, that questioning, unnerving look she had given me when I first asked about her writing.

For a few seconds she held my gaze. Then she craned her neck back a little and looked upward. I did as well. Above us the sun had set. The storm and the clouds of the last few days had cleared out, leaving just a deep, empty sky. With the stadium lights only half working we were able to see the first few stars coming out.

I looked down, and our eyes met again. Then she spoke, her voice soft and raspy, such that only I could hear. “Thank you, Greg,” she said. “It’s everything I could have hoped for.”

Then her head slumped down again as she seemed to lose consciousness. Lucas saw this and let out a fresh wail, slumping over until his forehead touched the ground.

I was staring at Kris and so got surprised again when I realized someone was standing next to me. I jumped a little, then felt a deeper cold sensation when I realized it was one of the National Guardsmen who had been monitoring the crowd. He wore camouflage fatigues and a full suite of armaments and equipment, far more advanced than anything the local paramilitary soldiers had.

“Is she dead?” he asked me.

I looked back at her, then shook my head and offered a sort of shrug. The guardsmen reached down and unfastened the cover on his sidearm holster. He started to take a step forward, onto the mound, but this prompted a scream from Lucas. He lunged forward, grabbing at the guardsmen’s hand. In turn the soldier yanked his hand and sidearm free and took a sideways step, adjusting his stance as if ready for a threat. Once he was out of reach though Lucas slumped back to the ground, his wailing degenerating into sobs.

The guardsmen looked at him, then looked up at me. We stared at each other, then I turned to Kris. She still hung there, head slumped, apparently unconscious. I swallowed hard again, turned back to the guardsmen, and gave him a single nod.

With an adroit little jump the guardsmen got himself up onto the smoldering pyre. He took his sidearm, pressed it to the side of Kris’ head, and pulled the trigger. The gunshot brought yet another wail from Lucas.

“Fucking barbaric,” the guardsmen said as he got himself off the pyre and walked away.

I did not manage to respond. Instead I continued to stare at her lifeless body, Lucas crying softly on the ground next to me, while around us the night grew dark and cold.

 

 


EPILOUGE

 

Leap day. Sixty-six days after Christmas. A day that, in most years, does not exist.

I was walking down a road running near the shore of the Mississippi River. After a mild winter an early spring could be felt on the morning river breeze. I was wearing my thick, stylish leather jacket I found in the bargain clothing rack at a Louisville superstore, the hat I pilfered from the guest house spare wardrobe of a venture capitalist, and a pair of sunglasses whose origin I had forgotten. Over one shoulder I had slung the automatic rifle I took from among Logan’s stuff after he died, a machete hung from my belt, and I carried a thin backpack with Logan’s crossbow strapped to it. Hanging around my neck I had a pair of night-vision goggles and a gas mask I had never realized Logan had until I went through his stuff.

Overall I felt like a bad-ass.

Glances across the river were a good reminder not to get too comfortable, a reminder of the deadly seriousness of this world. The fires no longer burned, as far as I could tell, but streamers of smoke still rose from somewhere within the Evangelic State. It looked like they came from the Blighted district, and points further north, but where exactly the fires had been and what that implied I could not tell.

The radio broadcast coming from across the river had switched to just music, and the few times I managed to get news streams on Logan’s mobile I had been unable to find any news. The rumor was that the Department of Religious Liberty had crushed another uprising, which had included both Blight residents and members of the Department of Virtue Promotion, but there were other, contradictory rumors as well, including some about the whole convention having fled or gone into hiding, about complete government collapse.

I decided to just be glad it was limited to that side of the river. At least it meant there had been no Evangelic State patrols coming over here and arbitrarily raiding communities on some pretense involving witches or demons. That good news was tempered by the thought of the friends I still had over in the Blighted district, whose fate remained uncertain.

As I rounded a bend, a channel and harbor came into view, along with news I had been hoping for. Parked along a little side road running to the harbor, among an eclectic collection of decaying and make-shift buildings, was the Beast.

The old RV looked beat up, but then it had always looked that way. It still had some jerry-rigged armor plating along its sides and a sniper position near the back. Moreover its presence here meant that at least one friend had escaped the rioting in St. Louis.

I approached the RV and took a walk around it. I did not suspect anybody to be inside but knocked on the door anyway. After a cursory wait I turned to the nearby building.

Whatever purpose this structure once served was not apparent. Its current incarnation was a bar, with an attached distillery around back. There was also, I believe, a meth lab back there, though I had never had the gumption or desire to ask. The place was also a hotel, of sorts, though I think the more appropriate term is flop house. Boat workers and longshoremen from the nearby harbor stayed here while in town before hiring on with some ship going up or down the river. It seemed to me the amount of river traffic had picked up considerably over the last month for some reason, and the associated support businesses like this one were doing a decent trade.

On top of all that it was the definitive place around here to buy marijuana. The stuff was imported or smuggled up river, I was no longer sure which given the state of current laws, but it was sold pretty openly. The Evangelic State seemed the only ones around interested in enforcing drug laws, and they had their own problems.

Given the way I was dressed, and my ebullient mood, I felt like the place should have old-west style saloon doors for me to walk through. This was not the case, but I tried to maintain a certain poise as I pushed open the blank metal door and stepped in to the dim interior.

At this time of day the only people present were those that had stayed here the night before, which was a good sized crowd. There was not a lot of talking though, the room instead filled with men nursing hangovers. To one side of the entrance there was a collection of rotting couches and stained recliner chairs gathered around an old television. Most of the times when I had been here before the television was off and the chairs were used by people smoking from a bong that sat on the central coffee table. As I entered now though I saw a little crowd gathered around, standing and watching a news stream.

Among this crowd I spotted a familiar face. Jamie, the GSA agent who had saved us during the standoff with Evangelic State police threatening to raid the Vineyards, stood toward the back of the group. I had seen her here before, and every time she had expressed some amazement at still being alive, always convinced her superiors somewhere were about to find out she was still aiding the Resistance and come down on her. I wandered over to where she stood.

“What’s going on?” I asked, trying to peer around the people for a view of the screen. The sound was on but turned down so low I could not hear anything. I had no idea what particular stream this was, or the age of the low quality video it was showing. All it seemed to be was footage of armored tank drones and other military equipment, sometimes in motion, sometimes destroyed and sitting among other such wrecks. The footage kept cutting to different scenes, as if it were an edited piece instead of a live feed, but it also lingered much longer on most shots, and never cut to any flashy graphics or smiling blond woman for commentary.

Jamie did not say anything at first, just continuing to stare at the screen. Finally, without looking at me, she said, “hello Greg. How have you been?”

“Good.”

I stood there, watching a little longer but still unable to discern anything.

“What is this?” I tried again.

“The Pentagon has officially announced that the offensive in Asia has failed. The U.S. military is withdrawing from the eastern hemisphere. They’re saying the Chinese might invade Alaska.”

“Really?”

“That’s what it said. This is some video from a news stream they downloaded yesterday. They lost the connection since then so we haven’t gotten any more news.”

“Sounds bad though,” I said.

“Bad days all around. Some fucked up shit.”

“You think they’ll actually invade?”

She shrugged.

A heavily bearded man standing nearby turned to me. “Kick their asses if they do.”

“Maybe,” Jamie said. “Seems like that’s what everyone said when we invaded Manchuria.”

He scoffed at this and turned away. “Whatever. Lot of tough motherfuckers up in Alaska, from what I’ve seen.”

“I guess that’s true,” I said.

Jamie shrugged, then at last turned to look at me. “So what brings you here, Greg? How are your friends doing?”

“Alright. Most of them.”

“They haven’t left town yet.”

“Not yet. I guess they might want to be moving out now, if this whole Asia offensive is over and the National Guard is returning.”

“The National Guard isn’t returning, Greg. The National Guard doesn’t exist anymore. When those guys get back they’re not gonna be manning checkpoints. They’re gonna be joining these fuckers,” she gestured in the general direction of St. Louis. “Or those New Ohio crazies, or the whole Republic of Texas army, or whoever the fuck else. If there’s one thing we don’t have to worry about anymore it’s the GSA.”

“Oh yeah? I thought,” I stammered a little and trailed off.

“Trust me on this. For all practical purposes the federal government doesn’t exist. Some state governments don’t exist. We’re on our own.”

She turned away. Whenever I encountered Jamie she always said relatively little, but this was even less than usual. Somehow I got the feeling though it was because she was more at ease.

“So I’m actually here looking for Lucas,” I said. “I noticed his RV out front.”

“Yeah, he’s over by the bar.”

I thanked her and headed to where an interior wall had been partly, and crudely, knocked out to create a passage to the next room. In here was the actual bar, which was really a series of planks set up on a series of high stepping stools, with shelves of alcohol on the wall behind it. The only person sitting at the bar was Lucas, who was leaned over with his face mashed into the wooden surface and a half-full bottle of the local rot-gut gripped in one hand.

“Good morning, bud,” I said as I came up beside him.

He turned to me slowly, seemingly indifferent to my arrival. He remained like that, with the side of his face resting on the bar, not quite staring at me. “Don’t be so cheery,” he spoke in a rasping voice.

“It’s a beautiful day outside.”

“Hmph.”

I spotted the bartender, a squat man with a whole bunch of earrings on one ear and a big tattoo coming up the side of his neck toward his other. He was watching us from a little ways down with an indifferent look. “Has he been like this all night?” I asked.

“Yes, sir, sittin’ by himself just nursin’ that one all night.”

I grabbed the bottle and pulled it from Lucas’ unresisting hand. “For a whole night this doesn’t look like all that much.”

“Nope.”

I turned back to Lucas. “Are your really hung over?”

“I’m fine.” With some effort he got himself sitting upright. “Fine.”

“So you didn’t spend last night on a celebratory bender?”

“What’s to celebrate?”

“You got the Beast back!”

“Hmph. Lot of good that does anybody.”

“What do you mean?”

“Hmph.” After scoffing again he turned away, grabbing back the bottle of rot-gut and resuming holding it without drinking.

“So when did you get back?”

“From across the river? Yesterday.”

“What? Yesterday?”

“Yeah.”

“So, wait, you were over there yesterday? With the riots?”

“Riots?”

“That’s” I stammered. “Isn’t there a riot going on in the Blighted district? That’s what I heard.”

“No. It was a coup attempt. I don’t know, one church tried to break with the convention or something, I don’t know how it all works. The different military, police guys sided with different sides. They were all shooting each other. We were mostly just staying out of the way.”

“I’m assuming you were staying with Debs and those guys in the Blighted district.”

“Sure. Well, sometimes they were staying with me.”

“Staying with you?”

“In the Beast. I let some of them sleep in it.”

“So, wait, how long have you had your RV back?”

“A few weeks.”

“They gave it back to you a few weeks ago but you still stayed over there, despite a riot, or coup, fighting going on or whatever?”

“Huh,” Lucas scoffed, looked like he was about to take a pull from his drink, but then just set it back down. “They didn’t give it back to me. They were never going to do that.”

“How did you get it back then?”

“I stole it.”

“You stole it?” I repeated dumbly.

“I got close enough, and then I stole it. After that I was stuck over there, hiding in the Blight, until I had a chance to sneak out. That’s why I stayed. That and the other reason I went over there.”

“I thought the whole reason you went was to get the Beast back.”

“I went to get it all back,” he looked at me defiantly. “Everything we’re owed. Those fuckers robbed us. They killed Kris and robbed us and don’t even have the decency to act ashamed or embarrassed. Religious nutcase bureaucrats. Could there be a more lowly form of person to deal with?”

“What else is there really to get back though? The food’s gotta be all gone.”

“They owe us for that. Compensation.”

“I guess,” I shrugged. “There’s the money, which after that inflation bout a few weeks ago is basically worthless.”

“Some of that was gold and silver. That would be worth even more now.”

“Technically I think it’s worth the same, relatively, it’s just that paper money is worth so much less.”

“There’s also Jake’s rover.”

“Sure, which would be nice, but he doesn’t seem to care about it.” I gave him a weak smile. “Could we realistically have expected to get any of that back?”

“That makes it okay?”

“No, but it means there’s not much point spending effort on it. What else is there? The armored truck got blown up. The weren’t gonna give back the weapons. Was there anything else in the Beast they took?”

“Nah. Not much, I think. Clothes and luggage and a spare battery, crap like that.”

“They took your clothes?”

“No, no, that’s the stuff that’s still in the Beast. If they took anything it wasn’t any of my stuff. The other’s ‘ll have to come see if they can find whatever they had.”

“Okay, so, sounds like you made off pretty well. Considering I thought heading back across the river was a suicide mission. How did you even get them to, to,” I stuttered a little and paused to reset. “You know, how did you get close enough to steal the Beast?”

“I became a citizen.”

“Really?”

From his pocket he produced a folded up piece of paper and handed it to me. Unfolding it revealed a certificate, printed on cheap, easily forged paper, much like the ration coupons used over there. Its heading proclaimed the bearer to be a provisional resident of the Evangelic State of Iowa, Missouri, and Arkansas, and it had a line in the middle where Lucas had signed his name.

“I told them I had found Jesus,” he said, “that I had been saved. I went to one of the churches and said I wanted to confess all my sins. They baptized me, made me hang out there for a few weeks wearing white and building some building out on the west end.”

“I didn’t realize you were so determined.” After saying this I paused, regretting having blurted it out too quickly. “Unless you were serious about finding Jesus.” I handed him back the piece of paper.

“I didn’t find shit over there. I’d like to burn this.”

“You’ll get a chance soon enough. But I’m still confused, once you got the Beast what else were you trying to recover?”

He looked at me, then turned away to take a long pull from his bottle of whiskey or whatever it was. “I went back for Kris.”

“Kris?”

“For her body.”

I raised my eyebrows at this. “Did they not finish burning her?”

“Well, who knows? Apparently fucking nobody.”

“I wouldn’t imagine they would have bothered, you know. Just clear aside the little pyre thing they built for the next victim. Probably don’t have her remains to give you.”

“It’s more than that. They won’t even acknowledge that they killed her. They don’t have records of it. They don’t have records of the trial, even. Everybody I talked to, you could tell some of them remembered, but they acted like they had never heard of any of it. I even found documents or, like, binders and stuff that were obviously missing pages. They erased any record they had of her.”

“As if she never exited.”

Lucas gave me a scowl. “Are you,” he stuttered, paused, “do you, I mean, are you seriously saying that, you know, maybe she didn’t,” he looked away without finishing the thought.

“I don’t know what to believe anymore, really.”

“But, no, fuck that. No, Kris existed, we knew her, she was a real person, and, and,” he spluttered, gesturing helplessly with the whiskey bottle as if to conjure Kris into existence.

“She existed as much as anybody believed she did. It’s possible that she might be more substantial now than she ever was in life.”

He looked away for a long, drawn out moment that I did not dare interrupt. Then he took a drink, choked a little on the stuff, and pushed the bottle away.

“If it makes you feel any better I’m sure Kris would not care what happened to her remains. Actually, I take that back, she asked to be burned under the sky on a clear night, so as far as those arrangements go she got what she wanted. She didn’t want to be lying in a tomb. She wanted to become starlight.”

“She told you that?”

“Yes, she did. She told me a bunch of stuff, actually, which is why I’m here.”

“Oh?”

I paused to collect my thoughts. “She had a last request. Well, really, she made a request of me, something she wanted me to do, assuming she didn’t, you know, if she didn’t survive to reach the Free Pacific States.” I held out my hands. “Anyway, so yeah, a last request. It actually involved all of us.”

“All of us?”

“The whole crew. Everybody that survived. I’ve rounded them all up, and tonight seems like a good night for it.”

“Why is that?”

“Well,” I shrugged. “I don’t know. Just seemed like it. Good weather. Leap day somehow seemed fitting. Still have everybody around.”

“Everybody? I thought the Fischers were gonna head home.”

“They’re still planning to, but they were waiting for better weather. Worried about the old pickup breaking down or something, I guess. Plus trying to round up enough gasoline for the trip.”

“So what is this last request Kris had?”

“I’ll tell you when we get there.”

“Get where?”

“To where we’re gathering. Out by where Veronica and those guys have been staying.”

“Are they still planning to continue west?”

“As far as I know. Once there’s better weather, of course. But for now they’re all getting together this evening.”

He looked at me with as sober an expression as he could manage. “Alright then.”

“Are you okay to drive?”

“Yes. Maybe. Can you give me an hour?”

“We should really get going.”

“I thought you said it was this evening?”

“The place is a ways out, and navigating around here can take a while.”

“An entire day?”

“The road’s are shit after last winter. You have to drive slow, and you never know what kind of detours you’ll end up on.”

“Hmm. Well, we can use the self-driving feature.”

“I don’t recommend it around here. The roads are shit, like I say. Unless it’s rated for off-roading.”

“Yeah, no. It’s barely rated to move at this point.”

I paused, looking at him. Drunk or not his eyes were bloodshot.

“Alright. I guess we wait an hour.”

*     *     *

It did not take us anywhere near all day to get to our destination, but I was worried about missing it. I wanted this to go off, while people were still around, and felt like the chance would slip away after that night.

Lucas drove us to the Vineyards, which I had used as a sort of base of operations ever since we got out of St. Louis. We picked up Austin, Jake, and Charlotte there, and Lucas got a chance for a reunion with the town council and the locals. He had no money other than the worthless ration coupon paper from the Evangelic State, and I didn’t even have that, but the Egg let us run a tab.

Late in the afternoon we drove on to one of the satellite communities allied with the Vineyards, part of whatever trading relationship they had that I still did not fully understand. It was in a former gated country club community of expansive ranch homes. While not as vast and ostentatious in their wealth as the mansion community we had stayed at outside Chicago, these houses were still swank, with imposing third stories and wide lots big enough for pools or little urban farms or small guest houses in their backyards.

Or at least, they once had been swank. Now it was no longer an island of opulence but instead a graveyard of giants. Each house looked like a decrepit tomb. Most were ruins, destroyed intentionally it seemed, trashed and pulverized like the buildings of the Blighted district. They made me think of decayed monuments to already long forgotten kings.

Part of the neighborhood had been destroyed in a major fire that had burned for several days just after the new year, leaving a blackened wasteland separated from these ruins by a demolished fire break. All the yards were fields of dead grass, with weeds beginning to sprout in random sprays.

Nothing here made it seem like a desirable place to live. But apparently it was rather quiet, with most everything of value having been carted off by looters long ago. The locals were in the process of demolishing the remaining housing and recycling the materials into new construction.

Still, it seemed to me someone might get the idea of checking the neighborhood out, trying to find some leftover riches in the destroyed houses. As we drove through I remained in the front seat with my rifle ready, scanning around for activity.  

Following Austin’s directions we took a winding drive that passed over a little hillock and brought our destination into view. The property had a towering wooden fence out front, but there was a gap in it, created by a renegade bulldozer that sat several dozen yards away now, out of gas and inert. Through this gap we arrived at a burnt out house with detached, and intact, garage and horse stable.

The Fischer’s pickup was already parked outside. As we pulled up next to it the whole rest of the gang emerged from the stables. Like myself the Fischers had been staying at the Vineyards, but only in a perfunctory manner as they spent a lot of time away hunting for fuel for the drive back to Ohio. Alana and the remaining refugees from Spiderhead lived out here, in the stable loft, taking care of the surviving horses. Their intent had been to learn to ride over the winter, then take the horses and continue the journey west.

Except for me, who had been around organizing this get-together, these little disparate groups had not seen each other since the New Year. There was lots of hugging and tearful greetings as we got out of the Beast and were reunited.

“We got everything ready,” Grant said, “like you requested.”

“All I requested was a good size fire.”

“We set up over here.”

He directed us to the house itself. It was burned out, a ruin consisting of only some half-standing brick walls and debris. Interior walls, second story, roof, floor, were all gone. Grass was breaking through the foundation to the point that it overwhelmed the concrete.

In one corner of this place they had gathered some wood, probably from quite a ways around, into a pile big enough to light a bonfire.

“Maybe scale it down a little,” I said. “I’d prefer it last longer.”

All of us gathered around as Veronica and Grant set about creating a smaller fire pit from chunks of rubble. Large rubble pieces, along with a rotting coffee table and a felled log that had been drug in here, provided seating. As dusk started to settle in and a chill breeze picked up outside they got the fire going.

“Alright Greg,” Charlotte said. “We’re all here. What was Kris’ last request?”

“For you guys it’s pretty simple.” I got into my backpack and pulled out a flashlight. Then, from the lower pockets on my cargo pants, I pulled out all of Kris’ writing, a thick wad of folded loose leaf paper and envelopes and small spiral notebooks. I set it out on my lap, getting everything organized, then turned on my flashlight.

“This is Kris’ collected writings,” I said.

“Her what?” Lucas gave me a skeptical stare that was repeated by several others.

“When she was in prison she started writing,” I gestured at the papers, “this. She kept going after she got out, up until we were staying at the Vineyards.”

“That’s her prison writing?” Veronica asked in apparent shock.

“Uh,” I stammered. “Yes.”

“I knew she was writing something, back then, but I never thought she would have gotten it out when we escaped.”

“She gave it to me. Indirectly at first, but,” I paused, fidgeting with the papers, then shrugged. “I mean, when I was a prison guard. She would write this and give it to me. She kept writing and giving it to me after the escape. Anyway, the point is, she asked me, that is, if she didn’t make it, she wanted me to read it to everybody. You guys ready?”

There were some eager nods around the campfire. I got myself situated with flashlight in one hand and papers pinned in my lap. Then I started reading aloud.

It took me hours to get through it all, reading well into the night. As I went and the sun disappeared, the pool of light from my flashlight around each page got brighter. Only a short ways in my voice started to give out. Without interrupting Hannah got a canteen of water and slipped it by my side. I drank it all and had it refilled twice before I was done. By then my eyes were bleary and my throat a little raw.

I looked up at everybody. They all sat transfixed.

“Wow,” Charlotte said.

“I had no idea she was even writing,” Lucas said. “Little less that.”

“It’s,” Charlotte shook her head. “It’s her. I can totally hear her.”

“I can picture her writing all that,” Alana said.

“She was quite insisted upon this last request,” I said. “She made me promise three times, and reminded me again when we were in court. This is how she wanted things. I’ve read all of it to you, you’ve all listened to it, right?”

There was some confused nods at this. Then I gathered up all the papers and the little notebooks into a neat pile and tossed it all onto the fire.

“Hey!”

“Greg!”

“Hey, what the hell?”

Some of them actually lurched forward as if to go after it. But, as requested, the fire was kind of big, and it quickly consumed the thin paper. All any of us could do was watch.

“What the hell was that?” Lucas asked.

“It’s what I promised Kris I would do.”

“You,” he gestured toward the fire, his face contorted almost as bad as when Kris herself had burned. “That was awesome though. And, and,” he reached toward the fire, no longer speaking to me. “It was the last piece of her we had.”

“Why did she want you to burn it?” Hannah asked.

“Well,” I took a deep breath. “She said she didn’t want other people reading it.”

“Why not?” Lucas asked, indignant.

“Well, she said, she,” I stopped to avoid tripping on my words. “She said the world might be a better place if nobody read the original bible, so why should she think hers was any different.”

“How about because hers didn’t justify slavery,” Veronica said with more venom in her voice than I had expected. “Or mass killings. Or religious intolerance. Or cruelty. Or pseudo-science.”

I did not know how to respond to this and so could only offer a shrug. “This is what she asked me to do,” I said softly.

Veronica kept staring at me as if expecting an answer. “So she’d rather her writing be destroyed than risk having an affect on the world?” she more accused than asked.

“She’d rather we assume that, like her, it never really existed.” I spoke quietly again, staring into the fire, but then looked up and flashed a wane smile.

Then I turned off my flashlight, bringing into focus the darkness of the late hour. All of us fell silent, staring at the fire. The last of the papers I had thrown in were twisting into ash among the embers.

“What if,” Hannah stopped herself, looking around at all of us. “What if Kris, I mean, what if she really didn’t exist.”

“Oh, come on,” Lucas said.

“What if she didn’t?”

“Obviously she existed. We all knew her, we saw her, all of us remember her.”

“I remember a lot of things, but, I mean, Kris said, she said sophistry is when you think you’re the only thing that’s real, that everything else is just a figment of your imagination. She thought that was the ultimate form of selfishness, which is the ultimate form of evil. She wanted to reverse that.”

“So what does that mean?”

“It means,” Hannah started, but trailed off.

“So just assume Kris never existed?” Lucas said defiantly. “We should act like it, pretend we never heard of her and, I don’t know, deny we ever heard of her, never speak of her again?”

“I don’t know,” Hannah said.

In the ensuing silence that fell over us I suddenly remembered something. I held out a hand to the group, then grabbed my backpack and rummaged around. From a side pocket I produced a letter.

“What is that?” Veronica asked.

“A letter. Kris wrote it to me in jail. I think. The jail in St. Louis, I mean, on the day, right before,” I stopped, not wanting to continue that thought. Instead I opened the letter and shown my flashlight on it.

“You’re just opening it now?” Alana asked.

“I thought this would be the right time.”

Around the circle everyone stared at me intently. “What does it say?” Crazy Ian asked.

I paused, grabbed a swig of water, looked at the letter again. At last I started reading.

 

Dear Greg,

If you are reading this I am dead. I was probably executed by the people holding us prisoner. I can only hope you and the others made it out. Please don’t cry for me, but save your tears for any others not around now.

 

Since I’m dead, it must mean you also faced the choice of whether to carry out my final wish. Right now you’re either feeling the sorrow of having to burn everything, to lose that piece you wanted to cling to, or you’re feeling ashamed at not having done what I asked. I can’t affect what you do now, so I’ll say I accept whatever you choose. Know that I had my reasons, and they were important to me, but only you can decide what’s important to yourself.

 

You might be wondering why I made that request of you, why everything needed to burn, and I feel like I owe you an explanation, so here goes. Writing all that was my way of trying to find meaning, but I don’t want anybody else to think they have to put meaning in the same places I do. I don’t want to desperately seek ways to keep existing. I want the opposite of that. I don’t want to persist, I want to dissipate, a tiny ripple spreading through people and places and out into the cosmos.

 

You could say I am with God now, in the most literal sense, as neither of us exists. Except in the ways that we both do. I did not want anybody seeking me in those scraps of paper I gave you, any more than I want anybody looking for God in all the wrong places. God should not be sought beyond the stars or beyond the grave. God cannot by found in ancient texts or modern wealth or the rain. Just like me, and like everyone else, living and dead, God only exists to the extent that has meaning to you, and absolutely no more. We are in your hearts, or we are nowhere.

 

All my love,

Kris

 

After I finished reading I clicked off my flashlight but continued to stare at the letter in the darkness. I was about to toss it into the fire with the others, but then suddenly realized I did not have to. Kris had said this wasn’t part of her other writing, that it was just for me. Thinking about this now I was not even sure she had intended it to be read to anybody else at all, though I was glad I had done so.

Then I realized another silence had fallen over us, and right away it became almost unbearable. I wanted to say something just to break it, but in that moment I felt like any words that were anything less than cosmically profound would be some kind of blasphemy.

Instead I just folded up the letter Kris had given me, put it back into its envelope, and stuffed this into my pant pocket where I had once put the first little piece of writing from her that I had fished out of the trash.

Then I slumped down a bit, buried my face in my hands, and broke down crying.

*     *     *

On that warm night we slept under the stars, huddled around the fire and each other.

I awoke in the morning as others started stirring. Hot coals still gave off streams of smoke from our fire. As I sat up I saw Grant was rekindling it, in order to cook a big pot of oatmeal.

Soon enough all of us were awake, basking in the morning fire and absorbing the smell of warming breakfast. The sun was just above the horizon, leaving much of the world in off-shadow.

It was Jake that at last spoke. “So what happens now?”

When he said this I was immediately glad someone had asked the question, one I had not even thought to ask. I had been trying to get everybody together to fulfill Kris’ last request, but that ended with the burning of her notes, and I realized I had no idea what I did next.

“We’ll be ready to take off in a week or two,” Alana said. “Supposedly the martial law government in Chicago has collapsed, so we decided to bypass the Evangelic dumbasses entirely. We’ll ride north to Freedom Road and then west.”

“You really think you can ride to California on horseback?” her father asked.

“People have done it before.”

“If this doesn’t work out,” Crazy Ian gestured toward the wide field and the horse stables at the back of this lot, “we’ll walk.”

“Either way,” Veronica said, “we’re getting out of here. Get as far from federal authorities as we can.”

“So the locals are just letting you take their horses?” Austin asked.

Alana shrugged. “They don’t want ‘em. Just another mouth to feed.”

Jake scowled a little as he stared at his daughter, but said nothing more.

“Well we’re ready to head off now,” Hannah said.

“We actually were ready to take off a couple weeks ago,” Brandon added. “We’ve just been waiting around because Greg asked us to be here.”

“You taking off today?” Austin asked.

“Yeah,” all of them nodded solemnly.

“So is this it?” Lucas asked. “Final goodbye?” He looked around at the whole group, taking us all in. “Will we ever see each other again?”

“I guess we won’t,” I said.

“I’d like to do something,” Hannah said, “before we leave. I hope nobody thinks it’s too weird.” She looked at us as if expecting we would already be calling her idea weird. “I noticed that the folks out here have made some torches.”

“Torches?” I asked.

“The locals make them,” Grant said. “They showed us how.”

“Why?” Austin asked.

“We’re not hooked up to the electricity from the Vineyards,” Alana said.

“Right, so anyway,” Hannah sat up to get back on track. “If you folks don’t mind, I’d like to take some. I’m going to light one from this fire.” She gestured to the hot coals in the fire from last night. “And I’ll keep it going, take it with us back to Fountain Gardens, transfer the flame to different torches as we go. When we get there we’ll light a fire from that. It’ll be an ever-burning flame.” She looked around, making eye contact with each of us. “You guys can do the same, if you want. Take some of our torches, or whatever. Keep them lit.”

“Why?” Lucas asked.

“As I reminder. As I piece of her. Kris was burned at the stake, but this fire is what consumed the last bit of her. I say we keep it burning.”

“I don’t know, isn’t that just kind of,” Lucas shrugged, “empty symbolism?”

“All symbolism is empty,” I said. “Unless we say otherwise. It has exactly as much meaning as we choose to give it.”

“Isn’t that exactly what Kris wouldn’t want?” Crazy Ian furrowed his brow as he looked around at us. “I thought the point of burning her writing was because she didn’t want us clinging to her memory. She didn’t want dead people to be influencing the living, right?”

“She wanted us to choose for ourselves,” I said. “She didn’t want to leave written instructions we felt we had to follow. She wanted us to come up with meaning for ourselves. I think this is exactly what she wanted.”

“We’ll do the same,” Veronica said to Hannah. “We’ll take some torches and carry them west.”

“Seems impractical,” Brandon said, “to have an open flame on the road like that.”

“So maybe we’ll gather the coals and keep them in a metal box,” Veronica shrugged. “Whatever. It’s symbolic. It’s a conversation starter. When people ask we’ll tell them about Kris and what she believed.”

“And what did she believe?” Lucas asked. “Since, you know, she conveniently wrote it all down, but we decided to burn it.”

“We didn’t need all that,” Hannah said. “She told us what she believed. It’s really simple. There is no higher power in the universe looking out for us, which is why it’s so vitally important we look out for each other.”

*     *     *

We said good-bye to the Fischers first, who were already packed up and took off right after breakfast. The rest of us lingered to help out our would-be horse people with some chores, then we hitched a ride in the Beast. Lucas drove Jake, Charlotte, Austin, and myself back over to the Vineyards.

I sat in the passenger seat, Logan’s rifle in my lap, as we drove through the new gate they had put in along their north side road. This street was now lined with new construction as the locals got started on their spring projects. We continued on down, through the gate that lead in to the golf course parking lot.

Lucas parked at the far, overgrown end of the lot. A gorgeous spring day was bursting all around us. As we all got out I paused there to take in a deep breath and the scenery.

The renovation of the clubhouse into a dormitory was almost complete. There was foundation poured for a new bank of solar panels on the nearby driving range. A new rain catchment on the other side of the lot had a trench dug next to it to connect it to the new plumbing system being installed.

From the new dormitory we were approached by the town council. The mayors had not seen me the previous day and welcomed me back, though they reserved their main enthusiasm for seeing Lucas again, alive.

Right away the conversation turned to the latest civic projects. Jake and Charlotte had spent the last couple months living in the dormitory and helping build it out. The mayors expected more refugees to drift in with the warmer weather. They asked, and it was decided right then, that Jake would serve as a sort of boss/manager of the dorm.

Looking at Jake in the spring light I noticed his face seemed to have healed some. While the ragged scars of the disease had not been smoothed any, his skin looked more vibrant, less burnt than before.

During this discussion I also happened to notice Charlotte standing rather close to Phil, the law mayor and local security chief. I was sure, if I was seeing this now, everyone else had noticed long before, and I presumed she had her own arrangements.

Austin, I found out, was acting as a long-distance messenger, running letters and news and sometimes supplies to this town’s many satellite communities. Right away Rachel and Jennifer were explaining the next errands they had for him.

It was here that Lucas interrupted, having retrieved a tin cannister from the Beast and eagerly explaining now the significance of the hot coals inside. He asked if he could add these to the hearth in the Great Egg, to which he was told he would have to ask Andrew, the owner. He quickly scurried off to do so.

There had been no discussion, nor any need for such, about whether Lucas would stay here. I looked over at where he had parked the Beast, and was reminded of other RVs I had seen on our journey, set up on cinder blocks, sometimes with bricks stacked around them for insulation, encased into permanent homes. I could easily see such accretion building up around Lucas’ beloved vehicle, even as the forest grew out behind it and gardens sprouted from the cleared asphalt in front.

“What about you Greg?” Rachel asked. “Want to join Austin, help out with supply runs?”

I smiled, looking over the town council, but shook my head. “No. No, I won’t be staying.”

Everyone in the little discussion circle looked surprised, as if realizing just now I had been standing a little apart from them.

“Why not?” Jake asked.

I shook my head again. “You don’t need me here.”

“Why wouldn’t we need you?” Charlotte said. “Look at how much you’ve helped over the winter.”

“I didn’t really do anything.”

“You dug that trench basically by yourself,” Charlotte gestured to the new rain catchment. “I’m pretty sure they were counting on you to help dig pipes for the plumbing project.”

“Dr. Latch said there’s a spot for you at the clinic if you want,” Rachel said, “after all the help you were there this winter.”

“You helped us build out the dorms too,” Jake said.

I continued to smile, looking away and shaking my head.

“You’ve done a lot around here, Greg,” Rachel took a step toward me, one hand slightly extended, as if she wanted to reach out and hug me. “Without ever saying much. It’s been noticed though. You’re a part of this community, if you want to be.”

I met her stare with a big grin. Then, from a pocket on my long coat, I pulled out my sunglasses, the cool ones Logan had found for me at some point. I put them on and looked around again.

“Thank you,” I said, “but I won’t be staying. I haven’t done anything around here to help you.”

“What?”

I pointed to the rain catchment. “I’m not sure who dug that ditch there. Austin? Or maybe that new kid, the big guy? I’m pretty sure it was Veronica helping out at the clinic last winter, and I know Ian and Logan helped haul a lot of water around. The Fischers built that dormitory, and someone else, maybe Lucas, helped finish it.”

“Lucas hasn’t been here since Christmas.”

I just turned back to her and shrugged. “Or maybe not. Maybe it was helper elves that come in the night that did all that stuff you think I did. Or maybe it was God.” My smile got really big. “Let’s go with that. God did all that. He dug that trench, built that dorm, hauled water, helped at the clinic and the machine shop and the inn. If anybody ever asks, you should tell them it was God helping you out.”

I looked away, toward the sun, lingering high over the nearby freeway. I remained like that, confused stares focused on me while my own stare drifted off into unfocused sky.

“As for me,” I turned back to them and slowly put on my hat. “I don’t actually exist.”

 

 

cover.jpeg
THE

EXPANDING

GOD














Pictures/10000001000001930000008D8EFE8086.png
() DO










