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When the long, brown-haired lad came out of the small wooded area on his parents' property to halt just under the edge of the thick, concealing eves of nearly-blighted, weeping willow trees the shooting had just stopped. It had been a lot of gunfire, from the minutes it took him to get there. The youngster feared the worst. It was unprecedented on the peaceful farmstead. Rolland Dash with firewood collection duties forgotten had run all the way back towards the farmhouse, yet he knew he was too late now that the guns were cooling. He tried to rationalize it as some mundane event but could only derive very bad outcomes. It was obviously a large group he realized by the riderless, tall mounts, with only two sentries left in saddles. One still held a rare, blocky handgun in his right hand from before the Fall. The well-armed man was obviously the leader of the murderous group, for he wore a black duster with raised, pointed shoulder protrusions that thrust above outward and dove back towards his covered biceps, appearing like duel dorsal fins of two opposing sharks he had seen pictures of in books. Under the cloak he wore a black and red, Hellfire Militia uniform Rolland had seen around before in Jamestown, which made absolutely no since for the militias were always for the people, even if crazed, and only hated the new government. Other than wearing a duel holster the relaxed leader also was donned in a dusty, leather hat with wraparound brim, folded-up  narrower by the ears. The other remaining bandit mounted beside the leader looking bored at such a time, wore the same militia uniform save the dramatic shoulder enhancements, and had an odd, much smaller hat on also, with a wraparound brim yet much shorter and perfectly round flared upward. Fanning from it was amazingly colorful peacock feather with much of the once lengthy quill cut off short, as if he was trying to appear as an aristocrat the lad envisioned, though he had never seen a real one living in the Southwest Desert of the Western Province of America, unless maybe a mayor counted. He was likely the second in command Rolland assumed, and he had an equally rare pump-action twelve gauge, made and surviving from before the the great cataclysm also, as technology wasn't near that advanced yet to have six shotgun shells at the ready. How devastating. His father had a double-barrel twelve gauge and that was equivalent to the best on the market, though his was not the most expensive model, for farming in the desert wasn't the most lucrative of professions. Surely their advanced firearms were raided from a wealthy person's collection he decided, for they were both expensive and rare, though they used modern shells and cartridges. They had stolen them for sure, for Militia members weren't paid well enough to purchase such heirlooms, Rolland surmised. The angry young man was sickened that even with such a force behind them they also had power weapons that put their enemies at even a greater disadvantage. The world wasn't fair he thought watching from his hiding place unable to fight back.

The worried eighteen year old fearful for his family and understood for the absent members of the marauders to be inside his home his family was already dead. He had lost his family to these men and he was weaponless to avenge them, with nothing but an axe left back in the small woods of Desert Ash and weeping willows. Though his blood boiled like a campfire stew above ripe flames, he was smart enough to realize that he could in no way kill all these men in the current situation, especially without his pistols. Sadly his father never allowed him and his younger bother Thomas to carry their guns on the property, and would never explain his reasoning, though they had brought the subject up many times. Their father, though a good, caring man, was highly stubborn, and when he made a rule it stuck like persistent, cold molasses.

Red-faced Rolland was forced to hide as his powerful pride ate him alive. He could hear them rampaging inside the looted home. It now came to him that since they were from the Hellfire Militia something was obviously wrong, for they were a benign organization for the common folk, although they hated the current powers to be, that his father had told him only took over within the last two generations, when his loving and surely deceased father was just young. They conspired against the American government with raids and explosions the papers told. They had never before attacked innocent people that he knew of until now. So why? Why his family?

They had been in the wind-battered house for sometime, then in ones and twos they exited the house many carrying things. Rolland counted  fourteen. He also counted four of their dead laid-out in the desert dust of his driveway with pride for his father and younger brother. They had done their best against so many. Plus the two leaders meant twenty overall Militia member attacked his house this day.

In shock he saw they had his sister in their restraining arms, as she struggled pulling and pushing this way and that. Pretty, tomboy Mattie had always been tough and played hard with him and Thomas growing up, yet to no avail this day, these were full-grown men, and she was a mere sixteen years old. One corraler slapped her viciously across the face and she reluctantly calmed-down. Mattie Dash was horribly battered and bruised and looked raggedy with ravaged, blood-stained, blond hair and torn, crimson-splotched dress. Oh God, they had been raping her! All of their appreciable number! A tear nearly ran down his cheek, yet his father had raised him and his bother to be hard men. He had also raised them to be gunslingers for some reason the old man had never fully explained. He had alluded to the world being a bad place, but that was all him and his younger brother Thomas ever got out of the tight-lipped Patriarch. He begrudgingly sat and watched the men put the deflowered and abused Mattie atop of one of the now vacant horses, compliments of his father and brother. Rolland Dash silently promised to his beloved sister internally, hidden beneath the confining leaves, that he wasn't going to let her rot in their kidnapping hands. He was going to come for her, to the ends of the Earth if need be.

With everyone back the two leaders dismounted and went inside. To loot? They weren't inside long. Never did Rolland hear any crashing and banging like from the others' excursion inside. After awhile the two well-armed men came out as the leader's duster swayed behind him. The other militia men cheered as they mounted for some reason unknown to the antsy youngster. He again promised to all that was good that he was going to avenge his family's deaths, get Mattie free of them, and kill every last damn one of the Hellfire marauders. The youngster didn't know how he would kill sixteen men but he would die trying if it came down to it. He could barely make the horde out his vision was so red with hate. He had rigorously ingrained teachings and practice since a young age due to his father's diligence, and maybe pathological worries, and although he had killed many wild and domestic animals in his young life, he had never killed or even shot at one thing: a man. They were all in their saddles, one with Mattie's commandeered Morgan tethered, and with the three others from now dead militia. With the leader's raised fist dropping forward, and the Hellfire Militia left in a squall of red dust, as some mounts were rambunctious wanting the lead, making it all like too chaotic to the emotional young man, as the gang's four dead men were left unceremoniously above ground callously. Those men were of a different breed he understood.

After they rode off in a red cloud totally defusing any trace of the horses, and leaving their dead like uncaring, uncivilized pagans, Rolland took-off at a dead run to the chipped, to the point of looking spotted, old farmhouse in desperate need of a whitewashing. He entered the open front door afraid of what he would find, and noticed the door frames on both sides were shredded with large bent splinters, and peppered with bullet-holes, where they had made their final stands. Shot dead and lying on the crimson-puddled floor of the entryway was his younger brother Thomas, sprawled at an awkward angle looking fake and unnatural somehow, likely kicked a few times he decided. A hole bore its way into his bloody temple, and his father's shotgun splayed at his side. His deceased father laid on his back with three gory holes torn through his plaid shirt, two in the chest, and one in the gut, and grotesquely dark feces was still slowly oozing forth from the obviously painful wound. He realized his father truly had no quit in him when it came to protecting his family. He had obviously taken a few hits before he died, and Rolland believed sincerely of the old man, that he had been still shooting the whole time even mortally wounded. Yet sadly sometimes bravery just wasn't enough Rolland just realized for the first time, always figuring his father was indomitable, unstoppable, and unattainable. Sometimes a little luck was needed to even things out he decided red-faced, staring at the two men he loved and admired for totally different reason, and pathetically understood that sadly neither dead family member had any in the end. The old man yet gripped his .270 rifle in his demised fingers; it was empty of rounds, more evidence to courage of his father eye his red eyes.

The unproven gunslinger scanned the living room and kitchen from his kneeling position and couldn't find her. His mother! The already-morning young man dreaded finding her dead; the feeling was like having an in motion, rusty, washing board in his churning gut going to town on the daily laundry. The nervous youngster feared he may break his father's rule and cry children's tears. He ran to the kitchen to make sure she wasn't down behind the high counter that partitioned the cooking room from the communal space. Rolland quickly checked the back room while at it, and even downstairs in the desert stone, under-roof, root cellar to no avail, as the usually despondent, numb, and near-emotionless, young man became uncharacteristically frantic and frazzled, spinning in his own head like a painfully twisting screw. He was usually in control of his women's emotions as his father called them. Rolland had to be rigid and hard like unbreakable stone as his father always had been.

He just couldn't do it; he wasn't like his father. His emotions were a part of him and he wished his father was alive at the moment so he could tell the old man he wasn't a conformist even to him. Up the stairs he went two steps at a time fearful again of what he was going to find. He just couldn't find her dead; not his loving mother. The one that had always tucked him in at night still and mended his scrapes and kissed them affectionately warding off infection. He slid across the wood floor at his parents' room going half-by, his boots making a horrid, squealing noise, and found her sprawled on her back atop destroyed, blood-splotched bed motionless. His mom was also dead and it appeared the Hellfire Militia raped and beat her repeatedly that way. The bastards had murdered his whole family besides his sister he wanted to scream at the sky, though he was silent, for the anger inside had a grip on him like a vice, holding his teeth clamped. Rolland was madder than he had ever been; madder than he knew was possible, and thought he might literally explode. He now knew true rage, as his face felt horribly flushed and tingling as if his very nerves were angry.

She was totally black and blue where any skin wasn't covered by her crumpled, floral dress. His mother was bleeding from a head-gash atop a large mound of knot. An epiphany exploded in his brain: she was bleeding! She wasn't dead, she was bleeding!

“Ma!” Rolland ran over from the door frame, where he had been leaning weak in the knees an utterly distraught and bereft man, and started shaking her a little more violent than was likely prudent giving her horrendous condition, being both worried and excited that she yet lived at the same time. She's alive! Sickeningly he noticed the bottom of her bunched-up dress was crimson, pulled up to her belly, her drawers were missing, and her privates were a slick mess of already-congealing, reddish-black blood. The youngster rapidly turned his head for it wasn't proper to see such things the way he was raised. Blindly, he gently pulled the ruined, floral dress down to cover her, and give his mother some semblance of modesty. In a contorted meshing of disgust, empathy, and anger the lad realized that his mother had been beaten and raped by sixteen worthless men. He wanted to eat their hearts out and shit in their chests Rolland thought in a red daze of hate, he was so wrathful at that moment, understanding what his beloved mother had gone through, yet not understanding, as no man could. Again he promised to avenge his family and kill every last one of the cowardly, despicable Hellfire Militia as soon as she was stable, and capable of caring for herself. Hopefully soon or he knew he'd lose their trail, yet he understood they were headed southwest towards Jamestown at the mount, and had a sudden fear for someone there. Sadly the whole town would have to rally together to beat the gang, yet they didn't even have a clue the militia was coming straight for them. His vengeance would be the last thing the evil horde would know in this world and he envisioned some of the most horrific scenes of bullets flying and their bloody, dwindling lives all dying by ruthless attrition one after the next. Rolland almost felt as if his father had been planning for this day like a clairvoyant, along with all the strict and staunch training of him and his younger bother Thomas to quickdraw. But first he had to take care of his mother in her moment of need. She appeared in terrible shape, likely she was beyond coming back to him he thought being honest with himself. They deserved to die for what they had done to his family. They had to. The world would all be wrong for his remaining days otherwise, like a beautifully revealed, compete, picture puzzle with one piece missing right out of the center and he damn-well was going to put it back in place Rolland concluded.

“Ma,” the only living son said a bit calmer the second time.

She coughed clearing her throat to speak and the young man saw what she coughed-up was a fat plug of blackened blood as if it was spent tobacco. “Uh-uh, Roland sweetheart, is that you? I can't see”

He knew why looking at the bubbled, disfiguring, and purple swelling over he eyes, as all four, thick lids were nearly fused together, and each eyes' discolored lids were fat like peach halves. “Ma are you okay?”

“No son I am very weak. My body hurts everywhere. Get the bottle of laudanum, you know where t is hon,” she said as if forcing herself to communicate. “They really did me in boy. Could you put a quilt on me? My mother's. I am so cold.”

“Okay ma, I know it's your favorite,” Rolland acknowledged and grabbed the faded, yet still  colorful, squared, never used, heirloom quilt from the rack, and unfurled it atop his poor mother hoping the thin thing would bring her warmth. Then the obedient and currently optimistic young man surmised it being her mother's that maybe it would bring her a warmth of another kind. Then passive-aggressively thinking desperate youngster hoped she did not sense death coming and wanted her favorite things near her and surrounding her. If she started asking for other things he would worry he decided. He couldn't even think of her dying, though she did seem in terrible condition, barely even able to speak, and spitting-up blood.

“Fetch me some water dear also. Cold from the cellar please dear. Is everyone dead,” she asked as if she had already come to terms with it.

“All but Mattie and they took her,” Rolland tried to put it as delicately as possible, but it came out bluntly for a woman hearing the men of the family were all dead, and her beloved daughter was taken by savages. He had to work on that.

She started a coughing fit and he knew her face would have been be plumb-red if not puffy and welted black and blue. “Oh dear God she'd be better off dead. Rolland promise me you will get Mattie back, otherwise her life is forfeit at the hands of such beasts. If you can't, put a bullet in her head from afar. It would be a solace to her; you have no idea what she is going through.”

The astute youngster understood that his mother did know Mattie's pain and rage felt hot as an iron across his soul. “I am going to get her back. I promise on my life.”

“The farm is yours son. You and Mattie run it. She needs to be taken care of unless she finds a man.”

“Stop talking like you are dead and gone Ma.”

“I am son. One is not meant to live through such things.”

“Now fetch that water and medicine. I love you Rolland.”

“I love you too Ma,” the yet to be gunslinger told his mother, too much of a man to cry the way his father trained him to be. He was a rock. A trained killing machine. When he brought the cool water back she was already sleeping, and it was sleep, he checked by watching her rising and falling chest. She was in too much pain to wake her he decided and left her below his grandmother's quilt. He had other things to tend to while she out.

Rolland made his way to the family plot thirty yards off the west side of the old farmhouse splotched with spiny, leafless, scrub brush. There were buried his mother's parents and grandpa's beloved dog Hass that lived with them for awhile after his death. The youngster had loved the little, curly black mutt and knew him awhile longer than his grandparents. When Hass died of old age was when his father had found Scruffy for him. They were the original owners of the property a few days northeast out of the small town of Jamestown.

He thought to his father as he laboriously tolled in the hot sun digging the old man's final resting place. The big man, bigger than him, had been a hard man, yet a loving man.

“Pa,” the sentimental young man sighed breathy and sentimental looking down at the few shovelfuls of the red, sandy-dirt grave he had yet excavated.

Rolland wore his double-holster and his two, double-action .38 pistols now that his father had no say in his actions, having an irrational fear, he understood, that the militia might return. He was his own man now so he had to start making his own decisions. Thomas and his father's were inside taken from their bodies and put back in the gun rack; all were empty. The double-action pistols that had used weren't quite as faster as a single-action one, but the youngster didn't have to pull the trigger back as the slightly harder trigger did the work for you, plus having no hands free it was a moot point anyway he understood. It was standard practice for duel-wielding and he just had to make-up that fraction of a second in time by just being that much faster, as his father claimed Rolland was.

His father had always kept them safe growing-up with a few random standoffs against dangerous folks trailing to Jamestown. He even had to kill two men once, but the sheriff had called it self-defense and he hadn't gone away to some jail for it. The old man had also taught him the quickdraw and adamantly made him practice since he was only eight. Thomas was taught the same way when he was old enough also, yet had never grown as fast as the practicing gunslinger. His father called Rolland a lefty, telling him it was a rare gift, especially in gunslinging, and could throw a man off to his advantage. He told the youngster that it was his snake-hand, because his dominant hand was that fast. He wasn't allowed to shoot at first in his practice when he was young, his training consisted of drawing his own .38 single-action pistol over and over. Rolland had practiced hard with the gun being so heavy early-on, like picking up a clay brick fast for a small child he had always thought. That was how it went until he was ten, the gun weighed less in his experienced hands, and came out straight out without any wobble to his father's praise. That was when his father traded his single holster out for a double, leather strap, adding a second identical pistol that the old man said the young boy now owned also. He had liked that. His pistols meant something inside to him that he could not explain, though he tried to put it into words for the old man. His father had told him it was called pride, the good kind, though at the time the youngster did not understand the enigmatic word totally, only the feeling. The one on his right was heavy for awhile, yet after months of constant drawing it too weighed less and he became proficient at the double-quickdraw and aim. Soon he was drawing both nearly as fast, yet the left snake-hand was always the swiftest. Double-drawing made him feel more powerful, though Rolland had wanted too shoot for years, for just drawing had truly lost its luster once he truly had the skill down. His father told him not yet, explained it was a process, that fundamentals were the foundation of the quickdraw, and promised young Rolland that no one would be as fast as him. His father continued to instruct him until his twelfth birthday, when he was finally, after four years of only drawing and aiming, was allowed to shoot. Yet before the eager boy was allowed there were rules. His father's first rule that day had been that if he ever pulled his pistols he had to be prepared to die. It scared the young lad, never having thought to it that way before. He had explained that doing so meant by threatening someone's life, they too had the given right to defend themselves, and was justified in fighting back, even in killing him. Drawing down on someone was deadly serious business he taught and should only be done as a last result. Rolland had thought why practice something that you shouldn't do, not totally understanding at that age. His father told him that there were times when it was a matter of life or death whether he did or didn't draw and in those times offense was better than defense. The second rule had been that if he shot at a man, drawing down on him, he was to fire at center-mass. He had said it was right at the middle of the lower chest and that it gave the best chance to either kill a man outright or disarm him even if he was a little off-mark. He laughed mushing the boy's brown hair telling him to save head-shots for cans on posts. Rolland finally got to use the target made of reconfigured and retied  bales of hay in front of sandbags in the shape of a man, that he had aimed at for four solid years. They were light grey with age. It had been time to show his father his deadly-aim he had been honing all those sometimes boring years. But oddly his father told him to not use the quickdraw technique to his dismay. The old man said it was time to slowly, steadily aim his snake-hand, and squeeze the trigger, as it would be his most accurate and dependable skill in his repertoire. He told the boy that it was his dominant hand for a reason; it was stronger and thus more reliable. With the years of practice, the pistol in his dominant left hand feeling much lighter, a natural extension of his arm, Rolland quickly showed his proud father that he was an excellent shot. He rapidly became proficient at all his father's techniques including the double-quickdraw. Thereafter he seldom got to shoot live ammo because they were expensive. He father placating him, told him of his worth, and that he would be able to protect himself outside of the farmstead and nearby Jamestown. His father told him he was world-class. World-class, that sounded important to the twelve-year-old shooter.

Ending his reverie, that actually made the digging go by better, he was soaking with sweat, worn-out, and decided to wait until the cooler morning hours to dig his bother's grave, who was resting in the shade of the front porch's eve beside their stiff father. Back at the house he checked on his horribly-battered mother.

“Ma,” he whispered at first thinking he was possibly speaking to a corpse. He let out a pent-up breath seeing her chest rising and falling.

He left her to rest, went down stairs, and put on the kettle for tea. He thought it would make him feel closer to his family's weak matriarch, for tea-time was her favorite, and settled-in his mother's rocker resting on a patchwork quill beneath and behind him; his mother's trick, for she claimed her favorite chair was hard as solid, desert stone.

Sipping steaming tea he thought to the world that he was being forced into, no longer under the protective veil of his caring parents. The farmstead was leaving by the wayside, at least for awhile. He would be in the world his parents had taught him about all his young years up till two days ago. He knew his mother was dying now, though he didn't want to admit it to himself, for she appeared weaker every time he looked upon her bruised form. That meant that he would also soon be leaving the shielding confines of the farmhouse and outlying property to find the men that had done such a heinous act to his relatives. He had been to Jamestown on many occasions with his father, but not always, he sometimes went just get a glimpse of a certain someone he was fearful of letting know his true feelings and intentions. Five days round-trip for a mere glimpse, though it was worth it to him, although his encouraging parents thought his pining heart crazy for not revealing it. Now he was going to have to brave it all and give chase. They would pay.  

Everyone alive was at a disadvantage knowing where they were on Earth's continuing time-line. It was 2390, though the world's technology was basically equivalent to the 1850's. That was around five hundred and fifty years of dead technology and advancement. They were nowhere even near where they once were. It was saddening. Yet on the other hand it might actually be a good thing Rolland pondered. In the mid 21st century the all-out barrage of Earth's nuclear boobs and warheads were fired to hit every major city in the world by different nations, nearly causing the total genocide of the human race, and everything was instantly thrown back to the dark ages. Culture, industry, science, and technology thrown backwards as if by a unholy spring in time. Peoples' only possessions were food and water, if they were lucky enough back then to find any worthy of consuming with the high radiation and no sun for years. Yet only two hundred years later and the land and water had fully healed, and the plants and animals were abundant and thriving with the absence of ten billion human souls that had vacated the planet, no longer needing to contend for resources with. It was a much different world this go around in the still named America; he knew much of both the old and knew histories.

Books that survived the Fall escalated invention as well as science and medicine, so scholars didn't have to actually relearn many aspects, just replicate, and advanced much quicker. Ten years prior they were using percussion caps, now shooters were firing far superior metal cartridges. It was said soon that powered lights would be the norm and no more of the candles and oil lamps of today. Rolland was still skeptical on that pipe dream, as it might have been newspaper propaganda he had read once while in town. The birds darkened the skies again and herds of feral, wild horses of many breeds and new interbred species, which roamed all of America's five Provinces, where a man of any station could break their own for free other than the blood, sweat, and tears of doing it. Yet the world was a dangerous place especially in the less populated west. Their were not enough peacekeepers to fight the tide of lawlessness. Rolland hoped the people in power learned from their mistakes or they would be doomed to repeat the Fall maybe a second time, when unbelievable weapons were once again made real. Could humanity survive another Judgment Day?

America still exited and had gone through six power changes the books he learned from counted since the Fall. They were mostly military regimes. The Koch-Walton regime was currently in power, backed by many-thousand soldiers and growing. A quarter of the troops were mounted. They were funded by taxes on businesses and home and property owners annually. It wasn't a lot of troops yet more than any militia could conquer and they were too opinionated to join ranks. A power struggle from the dissidents were the militias' spoken goals.  

The Koch and Walton's families gained internal power before they ever stepped foot on post-Fall soil and both were supported by other wealthy families in return for top positions in the new government they had planned to establish. The aristocrats came out of their bought and paid for deep underground bunkers, quickly hiring a powerful militia and mercenaries in those first years after having spent a hundred years safely underground plotting, and within a decade they abdicated the throne of a much smaller army and military warlord. The seat of President was now sat-on by the world's two most powerful men in a joint venture as if they were running a conglomerate. Their ancestors, along with other wealthy Americans were the only ones that could afford to be housed in the secret, deep, underground shelters, after all the privileged residents had converted all their amassed wealth
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