
  
    [image: From The Ashes]
  


  
    
      FROM THE ASHES

      A POST APOCALYPTIC ANTHOLOGY

    

    
      
        WALT ROBILLARD

        J. R. HANDLEY & COREY TRUAX

        NATHAN PEDDE

        TIM NIEDERRITER

        IQ MALCOLM

        RICK SHAW

        LAWRENCE N. OLIVER

        J.R. MURDOCK

        RICK PARTLOW

        DAVID  MUDO

        DEVON C. FORD

        DRUE BERNARDI

        MK CLARK

        TERRY  MIXON

        TIM C. TAYLOR

      

    

    
      BAYONET BOOKS

    

  


  
    
      
        
        ©2019 David Mudo ©2019 Devon C. Ford ©2019 Drue Bernardi ©2019 IQ Malcolm ©J.R. Murdock ©2019 Rick Shaw ©2019 J. R. Handley & Corey Truax ©2019 Lawrence N. Oliver ©2019 MK Clark ©2019 Nathan Pedde ©2019 Terry Mixon ©2019 Tim C. Taylor ©2019 Tim Niederriter ©2019 Walt Robillard ©2019 Rick Partlow

      

      

      

      All characters in this book are fictitious.  This is a work of fiction.  Names, places, characters, and incidents are the product of the authors’ imagination or are used fictitiously.  Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.  All rights are reserved under the international and Pan-American Copyright Conventions.  No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

      

      Cover design by Jamie Glover

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Apocalypse FM

        By J R Murdock

      

      
        Dune Strider

        By David Mudo

      

      
        Lost Horizon: The Surge

        By Walt Robillard

      

      
        Who Drowned the Earth

        By Tim Niederriter

      

      
        Rotting Highway

        By Drue Bernardi

      

      
        #IceteroidSurvivors?

        by Rick Shaw

      

      
        Civil Unrest

        J. R. Handley & Corey Truax

      

      
        The Beetle Problem

        By MK Clark

      

      
        Sailing Vessel Wanderlust:  The Delivery

        by Nathan Pedde

      

      
        Girls’ Night Out

        By Terry Mixon

      

      
        A Girl With A Bird

        By IQ Malcolm

      

      
        Bones of Paradise

        By Rick Partlow

      

      
        Monsters Understand Beauty Too

        By Tim C. Taylor

      

      
        The Two Waters

        By Lawerence N.Oliver

      

      
        The Wall

        By Devon C. Ford

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            APOCALYPSE FM

          

          BY J R MURDOCK

        

      

    

    
      The apocalypse has happened. One man, one radio and a dog. Is anyone out there.. or is he all alone?

    

  


  
    
      The snow crunched under James Maxwell's boots as he made his way back to the shack at the base of the KNCN antenna. He'd worked there for forty years and had been inspecting the antenna when the whole world went topsy-turvy. It had felt as if something shook the Earth, and all fell silent.

      With a backup generator, the station stayed on the air, but no one in Denver was there to continue transmitting. Over the next few months, James had gone back into town several times and found nothing but bodies swelling up in the summer heat. He'd moved his shortwave gear up to the KNCN shack and set it up as his home. Whatever had happened only affected humans and only those at a certain elevation. Somehow, he and his dog, Spike, had survived. As far as he knew, he was the last man on Earth with no explanation as to what had happened. It wasn’t as if he could get on his phone and surf the internet. All cell phone activity had ceased within a few days. The hard lines had gone dead shortly thereafter along with the power. Things exploded and burned from time to time, but it had all eventually settled down.

      He lacked for nothing as he'd set up generators to keep freezers running and stocked with as much food as he could collect. Shelves had been filled with hundreds of cans of food, and he'd piled up cases and cases of bottled water. Gasoline wasn't a problem either. It was easy enough to break open the hatch on a tank and siphon out as much as his small tank could carry. That kept the generator well supplied to power everything inside the shack.

      Weapons were also as plentiful as he needed, but other than keeping the occasional curious bear away, he hadn't needed more than carry his knife and sidearm. It wasn't as if a smelly body was going to jump up and attack. Other than a little target practice, he almost never pulled his weapon.

      The main item he kept running was the shortwave attached to the KNCN antenna. He'd brought in several receivers to pick up different frequencies but continued to output at the highest power he could. It made him happy that his dad, all those years ago, had dragged him to the shortwave club, where he learned everything from Morse code to how to set up a repeater array. Before he ran off to refuel the generators at the repeaters, he wanted to send out a message. He'd done the same thing at the same time every day and would put the message on repeat for two hours before shutting it down so it wouldn't drain too much power.

      James flipped the switch to turn on the transmitter, turned the knob to engage the shortwave, and sat behind the microphone. "2X2L calling CQ. 2X2L calling CQ. 2X2L calling CQ, New York. Isn't there anyone on the air? Isn't there anyone on the air? Isn't there... anyone?"

      How many times had he sat and listened to “The War of the Worlds”? Too many. It brought a smile to his face and made him laugh slightly.

      "I don't know if anyone is out there. I hope you're out there. If you can hear me, I hope you can respond. I'm broadcasting on as many frequencies as I can, probably in violation of a dozen laws that no one is out there to enforce any longer. Maybe you started a car and are driving in hopes of finding another person still alive. Perhaps some building still has power and is playing the radio, and you're hearing my voice. Know that you're not alone." He paused to cough. "After everything that happened, I'm not confident anyone else survived. Travel is difficult even in the city. I'm in Denver. Roads are overgrown. Unless you've got a good vehicle, it'll be difficult to get around. Even the roads I drive on every day are falling into disrepair. I'm a radio operator. Spent my life with radios. Keeping people connected was my job. Oh, I wasn't the personality or the face, but I was always there, behind the scenes, making sure everything ticked. At night, I can see what I believe to be satellites falling from the sky. I know I can't count on those anymore, which is why I'm broadcasting on all AM and FM channels and as many shortwave channels as I can. If you hear my voice, you'll need to find a ham radio to try to contact me. You don't need a call sign. I was only doing that as a joke."

      James flipped a switch to check for any incoming transmissions. Silence greeted him, as it always did.

      "I’m about to log off for the day and make my rounds. Some of the repeaters are solar, others require fuel to keep running. I need to check everything is doing all right and no animals have knocked things over. God, won't someone answer me?"

      He slammed his fists on the console. After regaining his composure, he said, "I'm sorry about that. It's been so long. Some days, I wonder what I do all this for. Is it wishful thinking? Could there be someone listening who is unable to get to Denver or even respond? I think I keep doing this in hope that even if you can't get here, you know you're not alone. Just in case you can hear me. Casting my voice into the void for anyone that might hear to keep their hopes alive that there are others out there. Survivors. We can get together. Start over. I've got a nice setup here if you can get to me. Contact me. I can come and get you. This can't be the end. It can't be. I refuse to believe I'm the last person on Earth."

      James rubbed the tears from his eyes.

      "I'm going to put on a little music now. Every couple of songs, it'll give the information to contact me. I'm monitoring a wide number of frequencies and constantly scanning the shortwave spectrum. I always have the radio on in my truck. I'm ready to move out at a moment’s notice. The truck is stocked, so I can be on the road for a few days if need be."

      He ran a hand through his thinning hair. "I think that's it for this morning. May my voice help guide you here. You'll also get information on locations where I've set up radios and repeaters all over the mountain. I don't check all of them every day. I flagged some electric cars where I charged the batteries as well as some cars and trucks that have full tanks of gas. Those also have radios in them, so you can just hit a button and talk with me. I'll always be here. I'll send another message tomorrow."

      His finger hovered over the switch to turn the radio off for a moment before hitting it. The transmitter would stay on for several hours before automatically shutting down. Getting up from the console, he turned on the speaker attached to the wall, and music started. As the song ended, his nasally, hollow voice filled the air with directions and instructions. He hated the sound of his own voice, but the way he'd set everything up, he needed to have the speaker on in case anyone came over the shortwave. All the sound in the building went through one speaker. Someday, he'd fix it, but today wasn't that day.

      "Let's go, Spike," James said, opening the door and letting the dog run out ahead of him.

      His boots crunched on the snow-covered rocks as he made his way to the passenger door of his truck. Spike jumped inside once it was opened and pressed his nose against the glass after it was closed. James hopped into the driver's seat, pressed the button to start the electric motor, and turned on the heater.

      "It's a little nippy today, eh, buddy?" He gave Spike a good scratching behind the ears. "We're heading to the north end of the city today after we make a couple refueling stops to make sure the repeaters are still up and running. Hopefully, we’ll find some game along the way. I'm a little tired of canned food."

      Spike barked his agreement.

      "Maybe we'll find a pet store that isn't overrun by cats and pick you up a chew toy or two."

      Spike whimpered and covered his snout with his paws.

      "Oh, come on boy. T'weren't that many cats. Well, actually, yeah, it was a lot of cats. I ain't never seen you run so fast, boy. I thought it was the other way around with dogs wanting to eat the cats, not the cats wanting to eat the dog." James laughed and patted Spike on his side. "Aw, cheer up, boy. I won't tell anyone you turned tail and ran."

      James continued his conversation with Spike all the way to the farthest northern repeater. The station sat twenty-five miles outside of the Denver area on the southern side of the peak. It was one of the few that required refueling, and he'd loaded up the truck the day before.

      "Let's go, boy," James said as he brought the truck to a stop next to the repeater station. "KX12 awaits us." Long ago, he might had given the building a name. Those days were gone along with all the people. Why give a building a name if no one was ever going to visit it? Sure, he'd like to keep up hope, but until the day someone arrived, he'd call them by their designations.

      Spike bounded over to him as the door opened.

      "Whoa, there. Slow down, boy." His words didn't impact the dog’s speed in the slightest as it took up the chase after a squirrel. If there was meat to be had, it would hopefully be more substantial than that. James grabbed the rifle from the gun rack in the rear window and made his way into the building.

      Everything inside still hummed away. The small bare bulb in the middle of the room gave enough light for him to see that the equipment was free of cobwebs but not free of dust. Not enough had gathered to be concerned about, and he would bring cleaning materials up the next time. He closed the door and went to the gas tank and removed its lid. While the liquid pumped from the truck into the tank, James wandered around, watching Spike chase every little animal. Nothing looked big enough to be worth the effort of shooting and cleaning. If Spike caught something, he could have it. They were pretty high up, and it was unlikely anything larger would wander near.

      It took nearly thirty minutes for the tank to fill. Spike hadn't caught anything and drank a bowl of water when he finally stopped running. James went to the truck to fetch a stale candy bar for himself.

      "Hello?" a tiny, feminine voice said over the radio.

      James stared at the small speaker. Had he heard right? Was that really a voice, or did he just imagine it? Too many times, he'd thought there was a voice only to realize he’d been fooled by his imagination. Each time, he'd been eager to grab the transmitter and call out in the hope there was another person on the other end. He couldn't give up hope.

      As he reached for the radio, the tiny voice came again. "Is there someone there? I found one of the cars you pointed out, but I'm not sure if the battery is dead or not. Hello?"

      The voice made his hand shake even more than it normally did. "Did you hear that, boy? Spike, there's a person out there! We're not alone." He took a deep breath and tried to calm down before speaking. "Hello? This is James. Who am I speaking with?"

      "Is this James Maxwell? The person I've been hearing on the radio? I can't believe there's another person out there." Her voice rose and cracked with excitement. "I'm Kathleen. Oh my gosh. There is someone still out there. How do I find you? I've been alone for so long."

      "Yes! That's me. You heard it? You heard my broadcast? Of course you heard it. Where are you? Are you on your way to Denver? Over." He looked down at Spike, who sat patiently. "I can't believe the good fortune, Spike. Someone heard our broadcast. You might have to wait until tomorrow to get that chew toy, but I'll get you all the chew toys you want after this." James got into the truck and signaled for Spike to join him by patting the seat. The dog expertly leapt over his lap and into the passenger seat.

      "I'm on Highway 76, headed toward downtown Denver.” Her voice, soft and sweet, made him want to run down the hill and hug her. “I didn't know where to go, so I thought going into the heart of the city, I'd be able to find you. Are you in the city? There are so many abandoned cars. So many bodies…"

      He needed to keep her positive, keep her going. "Kathleen, don't look inside the other cars. I'm glad I marked one for you to find. It's terrible what happened to everyone else. Try not to focus on that right now. Listen to my voice. I'm in my truck about thirty minutes away. I don't live in the city for the same reason I try to avoid the roads. I'll come as fast as I can and get you out of there and somewhere safe. I'll be driving, so I won't be able to talk, but stay on the radio in case there's anything you need. Don't go anywhere. Why don't you... um.. describe what's around you? That'll help me narrow down where you are. Over."

      It only took about two minutes of her describing the area, and he knew exactly which car she'd found. He didn't dare turn down the radio, but he couldn't contain his excitement.

      "Boy, do you hear that voice? That's another person. We're going to have a guest tonight. Our very first guest. What do you think of that?" James scratched Spike behind his left ear. "We'd better step on it."

      Going over the bumpy dirt road, James needed to keep both hands on the wheel. With all the noise, it was impossible to hear if Kathleen was talking, but it didn't matter. She was another living person on the radio. That was all he needed to know. They would have plenty of time to share stories. Perhaps she knew what had happened to everyone. It was as if everyone in the entire world had all died at once. He knew that couldn't be possible and that there had to be others. Now that someone had found him, hopefully, there would be others as well. Alone, he had a difficult time accomplishing much more than he had already. With someone else, they could expand their reach, collect more resources, find more survivors, and start to rebuild civilization.

      The miles drifted by, and he'd completely lost track of time. If felt as if only a couple of minutes had passed when he suddenly saw a tiny woman wrapped in layers of clothes, standing on top of a car. He honked his horn in excitement.

      "There she is! Spike, do you see her?"

      Spike barked.

      "That's right, boy. There she is. This is a miracle." He almost didn't stop the car before getting out. With the door already open, he hit the brakes and turned off the truck’s engine. He climbed out quickly. "Hello!"

      Kathleen’s face scrunched up as she held back tears and ran to James. She couldn't have been more than twenty-five years old. Though he'd never had any kids, she looked like a daughter he would have had. He held his arms wide, and when she came to him, he gave her a hug. Both of them held the hug for a long time and cried in each other's arms.

      "I can't believe it. For so long, I thought I was alone."

      He could barely make out what she said with her face pressed into his coat. He pulled back reluctantly. They couldn't stand in the middle of the road forever. There would be time later to get acquainted and learn all about each other. He hoped she would have news and give him some insight as to what had happened. "I don't know how long you've been out there, but I've got hot water and hot food. There's still a bit of a chill in the air, so why don't we get back to my place... well, I guess it's our place now."

      She smiled. One of her front teeth had fallen out at some point, probably during her travels. "I don't care if it's a shower or a bath, but I could do with some cleaning up. It's not easy out there, scrounging around for everything."

      James nodded. "I know what you mean. Me and Spike here have done pretty well for ourselves. We were lucky to be up there on the mountain." James pointed in the direction of the shack. "I didn't think it'd be a good idea being in the city, on account of all the bodies. Some days, I can still smell them. I won't bother you with details. Let's get you up there, and you can clean up. We can talk on the way. I sure am happy to finally meet someone else."

      She hugged him again then started to the truck. "It sure is a blessing that you have radios and everything. Must be really good for helping you locate others. Have you... found any others?"

      James opened the door for her. Spike jumped into the passenger seat. "Spike, down. I know we haven’t seen anyone in a long time, but ladies first.” When Spike leapt back out, he gestured for her to get in. “You'll have to forgive him."

      "Oh, that's all right."

      "As for the radios, they were always more of a hobby, you know, before everything happened. Now, it's something to do to pass the time. I only wish more people would respond. You're… well, you're the first. I won't lie. For a while there, I thought I was the last man on Earth. Now that you're here, there's hope that we're not the last and there are others out there."

      After closing her door, James went around the truck, let Spike in, then got into the driver's seat. "So, um, Kathleen, you look a little disappointed that it's only me. Is everything good?"

      Her face lit up. "Please, call me Kat. And it's not you. Not at all. I won't lie. I had hoped there'd be more people up here. Honestly, I'm just happy finding anyone else. It's not easy out there on your own."

      "Well, why don't we get to know each other? Obviously, I'm from here, Denver. Where are you from?" James started the truck and began weaving his way through the other vehicles as he headed back to his shack. Now that he had a passenger, he wanted to take his time and not jostle her around too much.

      She took a breath as if the story weighed on her. "I'm from Georgia originally, but my parents moved around a lot. So I've seen a lot of the country and a little bit of Canada. I was in Kansas when everything happened. I made my way to Minneapolis and met up with a couple people there, but they were... sick. Then I met another group of four people as I headed out to New York. I had to leave them. I felt like we should all stick together, but they were a very dysfunctional group. Then I made my way west, and that's when I heard music from a car. I stayed the night in that car and heard your voice in the morning. You mentioned a radio being in the car, and at first, I thought you meant the car radio. Then I found the walkie-talkie thing. I guess we'll find out where my story goes from here."

      "Gosh, that's quite a story. A lot to take in. I'm sure I'll ask you a hundred times about all that. Without talking to others all day long, it's hard to keep things straight, and I feel I lose track of things from time to time." James laughed. "When you get older, you'll see what I mean."

      "You've probably done better at being alone than I have. I mean, I've been scavenging everything I've needed and learning how to hunt. It's been very difficult. Staying in one place has never really been an option for me." She looked at her hands in her lap. "It's going to feel good to rest for a while and stop all my searching."

      "Well, you just go ahead and rest. Looks like Spike has already taken a shine to you. Everything is going to be just fine." He thought about patting her on the leg but didn't want to seem too forward.

      It took over an hour to get back to the shack because James did everything he could to make the ride as smooth as possible. Kathleen and Spike both snored most of the way, but they awoke when he turned off the truck. As soon as James opened his door and stood up, Spike shot out and ran into the woods.

      "Well, this is it." James motioned to the shack, wishing he'd done a little better at his housekeeping. The whole point of having the place was to give others somewhere to come, and first impressions were everything. "It's not much..."

      "No, it's perfect. Simple. I was never big on all that fancy stuff. Can we go inside?"

      "Oh, right. You wanted a shower. There isn't actual running water, but I've got a water tank up there on the roof with about a thousand gallons, and there's plenty of pressure."

      She laughed. "It could be the smallest drizzle, and I'd be delighted. Under this coat, I'm as ripe as I've ever been."

      "You've said that a couple of times. If you want, there's a washing machine also, and I've got plenty of clothes. They fit me better than they'll fit you, but at least you'll have something clean to put on while yours are in the wash."

      Kathleen nodded. "Point the way. You can give me the grand tour later."

      "Sure, sure. Spike will be back later. He loves to run off in the woods. Follow me.” James led her into the house, pointing out a couple of things, but stopped himself from rambling too much. He gestured toward the bathroom.

      With a tight smile, she entered and closed the door.

      "Oh, the toilet works if you need to use that." James shook his head. Why did he say that?

      While she showered, James made his way into the kitchen. He figured she'd be hungry after being out in the wilderness on her own for so long. He looked from shelf to shelf at all the canned goods. He hadn't taken anything out of the freezer, so there wasn't any meat that wasn't rock solid.

      "Well, I hope she likes canned food." He got three cans of soup, opened them, and emptied their contents into a pan. A little water and a lot of thought. She was in the shower. How long would she be? He didn't want to cook the food and have it get cold before she got out. It was canned soup and would only take a couple of minutes to heat up. No sense in rushing.

      She'd said something about a grand tour. James had never had any company, so he'd never really done much cleaning. He rushed into the bedroom, made the bed, and picked up the dirty dishes. With someone else living in the shack, he'd have to start picking up after himself. He couldn't be a slob anymore. If he thought there was enough time, he would sweep the floor and maybe even clean himself up a little bit.

      "Gosh, I hope that's all right," James said to himself.

      "Who are you talking to?"

      He nearly jumped out of his skin.

      Kathleen put a hand on his arm. "I didn't mean to scare you. I guess you're not used to other voices inside your home."

      "It's our home now, and I'd better get used to it quickly," he said with a laugh, turning to see Kathleen dressed in nothing but one of his big T-shirts.

      "I hope you don't mind. I've been in those clothes for so long, it felt good to, you know, not be in them. I didn't feel like putting anything else on."

      "Oh… no. Um... make yourself comfortable. So, should we do this tour?"

      "I'd like that. Go slow. Show me everything. If I'm here, and you're out there, I'd like to make sure I can take care of all this."

      "Absolutely. Let's start with the easy stuff. Um… this, obviously, is the kitchen. There are enough canned goods here that you don't need to pull any meat out of the freezer for a year. If you want meat, there are actually a few freezers in the basement. Just pull that latch there, and you're in the basement. No lights, so take a flashlight."

      She nodded.

      "Are you... hungry now, Kat? I was going to put some soup on."

      "Oh, later. I'm really curious about your place."

      "Well, we came in from over there." He pointed toward the entrance. "It's a good mudroom where all the jackets are hung. I should have taken off my boots instead of tracking dirt everywhere. Back in there is the bedroom. Nothing to do in there but sleep." James led her around a small partition. "This is the living room. I spent a couple weeks collecting movies. Obviously, there isn't any television or radio, so the only entertainment is movies and old TV shows. I also have a number of spare devices. I didn't want to have to go into a crumbling building to try to grab a new television, so there are about a dozen in the room next to this one as well as players and all that. Are you good with electronics?"

      "Good enough." Kat nodded. "If you've got books, I'd love something to read. I can't remember the last time I had a book in my hands."

      "Oh, there are books too. Lots of them. I keep those in the radio room. I mean, there's also a lot of manuals, but there's fiction in there too. I don't read much, but you’re free to go through everything, and if you don't see anything that strikes your fancy, we can take a trip to the library. There weren't many people in there when it all happened. I guess people forgot about books and libraries and whatnot, too busy caught up with their lives to worry about reading."

      "Yeah, too much of that for sure."

      James led her into the radio room. "There are the books, and this is my pride and joy."

      "Wow. Is that what you were talking to me on earlier?" Kat sat down at the controls.

      "Oh, heavens no. I was up at the repeater, making sure everything looked good. You can see on the map here all the stations. I've switched everything over to solar, so I just check each of them once a week to make sure no animals have gotten into them. The roads, for the most part, are pretty clear and well marked. If you like, you can tag along with me. It's not exciting, but it's something to do other than sit here all day."

      Kat studied the map and nodded her head. "You said you have manuals for all this equipment?"

      "Oh, sure do. On that shelf right there under the desk. I've been working on this stuff for years. Made a lot of notes inside those books. You can ask me anything or read for yourself."

      Again, she nodded. "Show me. Is it always on?"

      James knelt next to Kat. "No, I turn the volume down when I leave. Each morning, I put on a broadcast message."

      He spent a few minutes showing her how he recorded his daily message and set it to continuously transmit. Next, he walked her through the steps of relaying any incoming messages to the truck. He even demonstrated how to cycle through the channels to listen for anyone talking.

      While doing that, he paused on a station.

      "I repeat, if there is anyone out there, I am based out of San Jose, California, in the United States. Please respond on this frequency. This message will repeat throughout the day, but I am listening for a response. If there is anyone else still alive, please contact me. Don't let me be the last one." It was another voice, a man's voice.

      Kat and James stared at each other.

      "Well," she said. "How do we contact him?"

      James walked her through the steps to respond to the message. He allowed her to send the message, figuring it would be best that she learn by actually doing it.

      "This is so exciting," James said. "All this time, no one. Suddenly, two people in one day. I knew mankind wasn't finished." He almost started to cry.

      "Everything is going to work out perfectly." Kat put her arm around James. "Perfectly. Better than I could have hoped for."

      James nodded. "I think I need a moment."

      He let himself outside, glad he still had his boots on. The sun had started to set far off in the distance. He couldn't help but wonder if he was looking toward San Jose and how long it would take for the man to respond.

      A sudden sharp pain in his back took his breath away. His legs gave out, and James fell to the ground.

      Kat stood over him. "Thank you for everything. No, no. Don't try to talk. The wound is deep and moving would hurt more. This will all be over soon. Very soon."

      He didn't understand. James tried to speak but couldn't catch his breath enough to form words.

      Kat pulled a knife from his back. "It was difficult trying to track people down. So many small groups of people. Everyone so happy to let me into their circles. All of them hopeless and now dead. I was tired of doing all the searching. Now, you. You've got quite the setup here. I don't have to look for anyone ever again. They'll all come to me."

      Still unable to talk, he mouthed, "Why? "

      "Oh, James. Look at what happened. Mankind has ruined this planet. How could I allow humans to rise up again? Millions of years of evolution, and we screwed it all up. This planet will be better off without us here. The time for man is over. It's time another species took over. Perhaps they'll do better than we did." Kat stood and looked off in the distance.

      James's vision started to fade. He was supposed to help mankind regain its foothold in the world. It was all his fault. He'd brought this killer here and now... what? She would kill off the rest? Call them here... to his shack. He had to stop her.

      James couldn't move. Couldn't breathe. His head bumped the ground as his last breath escaped his lungs.
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      The world is a lawless dust bowl.

      Mankind is at war for custody of powerful technological relics left over from before.

      The Collective, a vestige of the old world order, seeks to find and safeguard these hazardous artifacts first, to prevent them from falling into the wrong hands.

      They deploy special operatives on dangerous recovery missions into the wastelands.

      Few return.

      Their designation: Dune Striders.

    

  


  
    
      The Wastelands

      Ten miles to go. My Collective Cycler growls between my legs as I tear across a strip of desert at a hundred miles an hour. Half a ton of tough plas-steel machinery, plating, and onboard armaments in the form of a supercharged motorcycle, the Cycler is the staple of all Dune Striders. It’s mission-essential equipment, and it’s how we navigate the wastelands.

      And right now, it’s the only thing between me and a dozen pissed-off Firebrand—career bandits who prowl the wastes, taking what they want. They’re crowded into a handful of hopped-up sand buggies and motorbikes and hot on my tail, and they’re none too happy I “extracted” a prewar artifact from them this morning—a prize with the potential to set them up for life. I’ve got it stowed on the back of my Cycler as I race back to the walls of the Monolith, and the Firebrand are chomping at the bit to take back their loot before I get there.

      Brrraaat!

      I hear it. I see it. Heavy machine-gun fire impacts the ground beside my Cycler, each round turning up sand as it arches my way. My gloved hands tense around the handlebars, and I swerve left to evade the burst. The Firebrand respond with a second volley on the other side, and I lean right to dodge the fire. I’ve fallen into range of their guns. They’re faster than most Firebrand. They must have advanced prewar tech powering their engines. That’s the only thing that can keep pace with a Dune Strider in these wastes. I’d know. This isn’t my first rodeo.

      I look down at the Cycler’s electronic interface readout—RTB: 8 miles. RTB means “return to base.” In this case, I’m headed toward the Monolith, the Collective headquarters in this slice of desert. Outrunning the Firebrand is no longer an option; I’ll have to outgun them. Very few know what a Dune Strider is capable of in battle. That’s because when we fight, we leave no survivors. Time to fight. I prime my weapons systems with a series of buttons and keys integrated into the Cycler’s handles, expanding an offensive loadout menu on the center monitor.

      Bwooossshhhkkkssshhh!

      An explosion racks the earth beside me, nearly decoupling me from my Cycler. It’s a rocket-propelled grenade, by my account. They’ve brought out the big guns. I settle back in atop my Cycler and rapidly key through the on-screen menu: Gauss Cannons, Flame Projector, Ion Torpedo… There, Sonic Charge. On selection, the menu transforms into a rear-facing view feed from the Cycler, depicting the weapon’s projected pathway and field of detonation.

      I lurch forward and maneuver my Cycler, dodging fusillades of machine-gun fire that patters the hard sand on either side of me as I line up the collective gaggle of Firebrand buggies and motorbikes in the screen’s rear-facing view feed. An orange digital box encloses around them and begins to blink, indicating the system is primed. I release the Sonic Charge.

      A small cylindrical device drops from beneath the Cycler and skates back to the center of the pursuers, and then there’s silence. All sound within the immediate area around the Sonic Charge is vacuumed in like a black hole just appeared from the ether, and then it blows…

      A series of devastating and concussive shock waves pulse from the point of detonation and obliterate seemingly all the Firebrand vehicles in one go, torqueing apart steel and bone alike in a clean and deafening blast that does its job and destroys everything it touches. I feel the edges of the waves lap at my back, sending tingles along my spine despite my protective jumpsuit.

      RTB: 5 miles.

      I sail ahead across the sands, monitoring the aftermath in my view feed. The blast sent a plume of sand erupting into the sky, and now it’s difficult to get a sight on any survivors. Then a single Firebrand motorbike emerges from the dust and carnage; it must have been far enough back to avoid the brunt of the blast. I count two riders, and one’s got a rifle.

      The driver makes a move to throttle up toward my right. They’re close. Too close. I activate my Cycler’s wing-blades—three-foot, vibro-enhanced blades that extend laterally from either side of the Cycler—and I jump on the brakes, forcing a rapid drop in speed, which brings the Firebrand motorbike careening directly into a blade at full speed.

      The blade cuts them like butter. Both the riders and bike are bisected asunder right through the hips, and pieces of bike and man skip forward across the sands, leaving behind a drizzle of blood and oil. I drift to a stop and scan my surroundings through my helmet’s narrow aperture. No survivors. I’m alone now, and I prefer it that way.

      The Cycler purrs between my legs, and I give it a pat like it’s a good dog. I look back to ensure the artifact still rests in my saddlebags, note its peculiar imprint, and then speed off toward the tall, distant outline of the Monolith.

      The Monolith

      A dark spire of steel and stone, the Monolith stands at odds with the surrounding wastelands, as if boldly defying the decay of the rest of the uncivilized world. It’s the home of our Collective, which numbers in the hundreds. Hundreds of workers who labor dutifully in their assigned roles. Fulfill a man’s basic needs, and he’ll do his part. That’s the premise.

      I walk through familiar, slate-gray corridors with my Cycler’s satchel slung over my shoulder. Its compartments contain everything I need to live on, from survival and hunting implements to mechanic tools, handy for ad hoc fixer jobs. Right now, it also contains my latest bounty—a peculiar prewar artifact, sophisticated technology from before the world went to hell.

      I veer right and pass through a retracting metal door into the Monolith’s tech lab. The name tech lab is deceiving; the place is more a glorified chop shop, and a big one, with at least three dozen attendants always busily processing salvage and recycling what they can. The workers are like drones in their efficiency, extracting what’s useful and discarding what isn’t. It’s pedantic labor, but every one of us must serve the collective in our way. I pass them by as I traverse the factory floor and ascend a flight of stairs into the space above.

      At the height of my ascent, I pass a threshold into a dimly lit and quiet room. Rows of candles line the walls, and a timeworn grandfather clock towers across from me, with its ticking hand lending a soft ambiance to the dim inside. It’s nothing I haven’t seen before, but each time I lay eyes on that tall and elaborate clock, it never fails to rouse my curiosity of what the world might have once been. Such antiquities seem so askew with the wastelands I know. I glimpse a figure sitting at a wooden desk in the far corner, tinkering on something or other with his back turned to me. In the time it takes me to blink, the figure is gone.

      “Welcome back, Dune Strider.” A pale, elderly man garbed in gray robes appears from behind a nearby shelf. His piercing blue eyes set themselves on me, as if appraising what I have to say and what I have come to give.

      “Abbot.” I respond in simple fashion, and I dip my head in greetings. With one hand, I procure the artifact stored inside my shoulder-strung saddlebag and hold it out to him.

      “Never one to waste words. I see why the others call you Mute,” he says, referring to my Dune Strider call sign, more a nickname, really. All of us have them, and it’s always been that way among the Dune Striders. Most of us began as nameless orphans found among the wastelands. Without the Collective, we’d be nothing.

      Abbot takes the cylindrical metal object from my hand and looks it over. To me, the artifact seems immaterial, apart from the telltale “Monolith-Systems” printed on its shell. Dune Striders are trained to track and recover any item bearing that insignia.

      “What is it?” My curiosity gets the better of me.

      Abbot pauses in his examination of the object and slowly turns his shrewd gaze up at me. I can tell he’s assessing me, judging. Then he says, “A conduit. A very old and important piece to a forgotten puzzle. One I am close to finishing.” Abbot then withdraws deeper into his study, leaving me alone.

      The ticking cadence of that clock draws my eyes back toward it as I wait. I once asked Abbot why he preferred the company of such old things in his quarters, expecting him to profess some preference for austerity or the analog. Instead, he looked right at me and told me something else: “One must know their enemy.” I’d be lying if I said I knew what he meant by that.

      When I turn to look back, Abbot is there again, holding out a stack of gold coins for me. I’m unnerved that I couldn’t sense his approach; the man moves like an apparition, but I silently accept my reward and stow the coins away. These are what goes for currency within the Collective and serve as our meal tickets. They’re different from the silver coins used as currency by the outlying settlements, and only we use them.

      As I step to leave, Abbot says, “There is another matter.”

      I set my eyes on him and fall silent.

      Abbot continues. “Four days ago, one of your fellow Dune Striders, Ashur, deployed to White Sands to investigate rumors of prewar tech in the settlement. He is now forty-eight hours overdue on his return suspense.”

      “Suspected status?” I ask. Dune Striders follow strict time lines with respect to mission parameters. The lack of reliable, long-range communication technology means we are beholden to deadlines, which raise alarms if broken. What follows is the presumption of KIA or betrayal on the part of the Dune Strider. In the latter case, the sentence is death.

      “It’s thought that Ashur has deserted the Collective.” Abbot’s discerning, half-lidded eyes narrow into daggers as he gauges my reaction. Sending a Dune Strider to hunt a Dune Strider isn’t unheard of, but it’s extremely rare and generally is to confirm what’s already suspected: that the first Dune Strider was KIA on mission. In that case, it’s the job of the second Dune Strider to recover or destroy any Monolith technology at the site. We call those cleanups.

      This is different. Abbot is asking me to hunt down another member of our fraternity. “You want me to kill him,” I say, giving voice to what I think is happening. “Send another.” I break eye contact, preparing to take my leave without a proper dismissal. Etiquette has never been my strong suit, and I’m still a bit keyed up from my previous assignment.

      “I did send another. Bosch deployed yesterday morning in pursuit of Ashur. He was to return this evening and has not.” I feel a long, sinewy hand grasp my shoulder, and my eyes trace it back to Abbot. He continues in his inscrutable way, issuing me my orders, “Eliminating Ashur is your primary mission. Follow protocol as it pertains to Bosch—clean up or eliminate, if it proves necessary, at your discretion.”

      I take in the gravity of the assignment and say nothing. Abbot withdraws his hand and turns away, continuing. “Creed will deploy as your backup when he returns from his current assignment. The two of you have forty-eight hours to complete the mission and return.” There’s a dark absolution to Abbot’s voice, like he’s giving an implicit or else. It’s a side of him I haven’t seen before, and this is an assignment I don’t like. I muster a simple response, the only thing I can think of. “As you wish.” Those words are my last as I head out on my way.

      The Dunes

      I rest on my Cycler, parked up at the peak of one dune among a sea of many. It’s almost a day’s ride between the Monolith and the White Sands settlement, and I spent the whole night covering ground, making sure to put myself ahead of the clock. I’m only a few miles out from my destination now, and I’m reviewing Ashur’s mission chit while I wait out the rising sun.

      For: Dune Strider; Call Sign: Ashur

      Mission: Investigation, Reconnaissance

      Location: White Sands Settlement

      Contact: Toller

      Return Suspense: 48h

      “Toller,” I say to myself, committing the name to memory. It’s commonplace for us Dune Striders to have contacts in the various settlements. For the right price, they deal out the information we need to execute our missions. For Toller to be named in the report means he must have been one of Ashur’s regulars, and that means he’s my starting point.

      I begin to feel the sun’s warm glow come over me as it crests the distant horizon, and I realize it’s time to ready up for the ride into town. I stow Ashur’s mission chit in my saddlebag and pull my headgear from the end of the Cycler’s handlebars. My helmet is an old thing, itself a relic of some old war, brown and scarred with an opaque visor. I slide it over my head, kick-start my Cycler to life, and tear off over the dunes toward the White Sands settlement.

      White Sands

      The White Sands settlement is like any number of other frontier towns—sparsely populated, independent, and self-governed, which puts it a stone’s throw away from lawless. In small communities like these, everybody knows everyone, and they tend to look after one another. On some days, that’d be their strength, but I see opportunity. Their closeness means it won’t take me long to sniff out someone with information on Toller—or Ashur, by extension.

      I walk the sandy streets with my olive drab poncho draped over my body—it’s an article which I usually keep slung back over my shoulders when mounted on my Cycler—in order to have a certain anonymity, at least for the moment. Most settlers aren’t especially inviting of members of the Collective on their turf, with our relative cleanliness, technology, and clothing being the telltale giveaways. So rather than blow my chances of getting the jump on Toller, I’ve hidden my Cycler on the outskirts of town and gone for the incognito approach.

      My path into the town takes me through a market filled with merchant stalls, its vendors offering everything from mystery meats to “miracle” elixirs. Its foul, engrossing odors hang in my nose as I step onto the main street. Leaning against a wooden pillar, I scan the storefronts along the lineup of shoddy wood and metal buildings.

      General Store… Hotel… Doctor… Cantina… Gunsmith… Fixer…

      “Hey, mister!” I hear the tenor of a young voice and look down to see a boy, who couldn’t be more than ten, dressed in slacks and a weathered vest staring up at me. “You’re new here, aren’t you? I know everyone, even the traders that come and go, but never seen you before.”

      “That’s right,” I respond.

      “How about a tour of the town, mister? Only a silver.” I watch the boy put on something of a deceptive smile, baring a few missing teeth.

      “No, I think I’ll manage,” I answer. The kid seemed every bit the part of a con man, through and through. They start young these days, but then I’m no saint, either, and someone plugged into the town’s affairs has their uses, so I ask, “You know everyone, eh?”

      “Everyone worth knowing, mister,” he replies, giving his head a coy tilt.

      “Anyone worth knowing come through here in the past few days?” As I ask it, I withdraw a couple of silver coins from my pocket. The boy lurches forward with greedy eyes, but I cut his gaze short by forming a fist around the coins, as a reminder that reward comes at a cost.

      “Certainly, mister. A rider from the south came through a few days back. Didn’t stay long. Saw the fixer and left. Then, well, there was one other…”

      I flick one silver coin out at the kid, which he catches and pockets immediately. “Go on.”

      The boy resumes his story. “Another rider came around just yesterday, asking about the first man. Roughed up a few fellas in the cantina then paid the fixer a visit too. He left town after that. Good thing too. He was making folks uncomfortable.” That must have been Bosch; he always did have a mean streak. I’m not surprised to hear he used violence to advance his own investigation into Ashur’s whereabouts. Bosch could be a problem for me if he’s still out there.

      I chuck the second coin to the kid and ask, “This fixer. He got a name?”

      He looks back at me. “Well, of course, mister. But it’s stuck on the tip of my tongue…”

      I don’t fish for any more silver, not this time. Rather, I grab the kid by the collar of his vest and jerk him forward.

      “Toller, mister!” the kid yelps up at me.

      I release my hold on him and cast my eyes down the street toward the fixer’s shop. All I hear from the kid now is his footfalls as he runs off down an alleyway… Well, now I know where to find Toller.

      I notice myself catching a few sidelong glances as I cross the dusty street toward the fixer’s shop. If Bosch did stir up tensions here, I’ll need to be quick in my investigation. I press open a sheet-metal door and walk inside the shop. My eyes strain to readjust to the sudden darkness inside. As the room comes into focus, I see empty shelves, a barren counter, and tires and parts strewn helter-skelter over the floor—evidence of a fight.

      I feel something slick underfoot as I step forward, and I pause to look down. It’s dun colored and difficult to discern, but as I kneel and run my finger across the floor, I make out the mystery substance for what it is: blood residue, and a good deal of it. Judging from the spread of it from here to the far wall, I’d guess someone, probably Bosch, got to Toller and tortured him, probably for information. Toller’s dead for sure if this is his blood.

      But something on the floor catches my eye. It’s the arrowhead symbol of the Firebrand, as if etched there by a bloodied finger as a dying act. Was Toller one of them? It’s not uncommon to find Firebrand or Firebrand sympathizers in the various settlements, but in one so close to the Monolith? They’re getting bolder, making bigger moves against us.

      A beam of light illuminates the room as the door behind me opens again. I turn to see three men, and behind them, I make out the shape of the prepubescent boy from before. I hear him say to them, “That’s him.” The trio close and lock the door behind themselves then move farther into the room, coming towards me. I take two steps back, creating space, and stop.

      “You’ll pay for Toller,” the lead man says to me.

      I don’t answer. I’m sizing up all three. The man on the left is armed with a dirty, fabricated pistol. Slim chance it works. The head honcho in the center has what passes for a blunderbuss—similarly fabricated, but better kept. The third man carries a large cleaver. It’s filthy, like him. He must be the town butcher.

      “Got anything to say, you Collective drone, before we carve you up like your other man did to Toller?” their leader threatens aloud, but I hold firm.

      So, Bosch killed Toller. That confirms one suspicion but creates a dead end for my investigation.

      “Where’d you stash your bike? Bettin’ it’s nearby.”

      I don’t much care to respond to that question, either.

      “He’ll talk when he’s under the blade. They always do.” The butcher chimes in, giving his cleaver something of a wave. Dune Striders train for moments like these—split-second violence. It’s part of negotiating the wastelands… or part of surviving them, at any rate. Unseen to the group, my revolver is already drawn and trained on the lead man, safely concealed courtesy of my poncho. Unlike them, I don’t hesitate. I fire, and three loud blasts perforate the silence. All three men slump to the ground, dead with holes drilled through their foreheads.

      I holster my revolver and step past their bodies to the door. And as I leave, stepping back out into that bright desert sunlight, I find the kid waiting just outside the shop. I doubt he was counting on me being the one to come walking out, and I watch his expression turn to a fear that paralyzes him where he stands. “You didn’t mention Toller was killed. The second rider, which direction did he leave in?”

      “He… he… north, into No Man’s Land.”

      I pass the kid a silver coin from my pocket and, with the whole town’s eyes set upon me, stalk right out of White Sands settlement.

      No Man’s Land

      The name’s well deserved. No Man’s Land is a death trap, a vast and unchartered expanse of land dotted by mines that’ve been here since the war. And above the cracked, dry earth sits a boneyard made up of exploded persons and vehicles. Going around means adding a trip through the mountains, and that’s days of travel I can’t afford. Ashur traveled through here, with Bosch on his tail. I’m going to have to follow them through it.

      I remove my helmet and begin to crawl my Cycler forward. When it comes to minefields, slow and steady wins the race, and I’ll need my vision entirely unobstructed for this haul. It isn’t long before I sight the first grouping of mines. I steer clear but take note of their appearance. Each mine is bleached by the sun and layered in dust, camouflaging them within their environment. Any misstep or any failure to identify just one of those ancient devices, and my Cycler and I would be slag. I almost wonder if Ashur came all this way just to die.

      I focus on the ground ahead of me as I press onward. The seconds turn to minutes, and the minutes become hours…

      I estimate I’m halfway through now. I look to the horizon to gauge the sun’s height. It’s setting, leaving me maybe another two hours of daylight to spare, when something out there catches my eye—crows. They’re circling something. It’s worth checking out.

      I steer around another patch of mines and head that way. First, the object of the crows’ interest appears as a distant gray blip on the ground. As I ride closer, I register the chrome visage of a Cycler, heavily damaged and pitched over onto the ground.

      I calmly prime my own Cycler’s twin Gauss cannons as I cruise toward the wreck, preparing for an encounter with another Dune Strider—Ashur or Bosch. And I notice what the crows are circling. There’s a man some twenty feet out, prone on the ground.

      I dismount my Cycler, scooping my helmet off the handlebar and setting it back onto my head. Its ballistic-grade visor dims the setting sun from my eyes as I carefully proceed on foot toward the downed Dune Strider. We all wear the same charcoal-colored bodysuits, and I can’t yet distinguish who it is. Then the body rouses, its head rolling in my direction.

      “Knew… they’d send another.” It’s Bosch. And he looks like hell. His hideously burnt face gives the impression he’s been lying here for a day, maybe two.

      I silently peer down at him and note the blood seeped into the earth beside him. He’s dying, slowly.

      Bosch strains to speak, addled by dehydration and exposure to the elements. “Caught up with Ashur… right here. Tried to take him in the minefield.” His eyes close shut again. I pull a canteen from my belt and kneel beside him, cradling his head and bringing the water to his lips.

      As Bosch draws a sip from the canteen, I note a measure of gratitude in his eyes, and he struggles to find his voice again. “What he’s got, it’s no artifact… Something else… He’s switched sides, joined the Firebrand…” I help him to another sip of water, and he hoarsely continues, “I got the old man in White Sands talking before I killed him… He said Ashur’s going to the Painted Desert… to join up with the Firebrand there… Hrrn.” His lids fall over his eyes, and he calmly bids of me, “Kill ’em for me.”

      I gently lower his head and rise to my feet.

      We both know what comes next. “Do it,” he says. I pull my revolver from its holster… and a solitary bang sends the crows flying.

      The Painted Desert

      Day has become night as I speed through the desert on my Cycler. I’ve been riding for hours since leaving No Man’s Land, and I’m now against the clock. The Painted Desert expands over a lot of ground. It’s a colorful blend of silt, mud, and rock landforms, and it’s rough to cover, even on a Cycler.

      I’ve been tracing Ashur’s path by the tire treads left imprinted into the sands and silt from his Cycler. It’s barely visible to the naked eye, especially in the darkness, so I’m relying on the tracking technology in the console centered on my handlebar. It’s useful tech, and right now, it’s highlighting Ashur’s route for me to follow via flashing indicators.

      I contemplate what Bosch said as I cruise along the desert: that Ashur had fallen in with the Firebrand. Seems his contact with Toller might have exposed him to the ideology, and now, instead of serving the Collective, he’s serving the enemy, hauling something for them. Whatever it was Toller gave him, it was enough to make him change sides. But why?

      An hour later, I pull to a stop in front of the distant outline of a camp. It’s up on a rock outcropping, but my eyes are drawn to the Dune Strider parked down in the valley in front of it, in front of me. It’s Ashur, and he’s mounted on his own Cycler, helmet on, and looking ready for a fight, like he’s been waiting for me. The hunter and hunted come head-to-head.

      There’s a good three hundred meters between us, but the tension is palpable as we stare each other down through our black visors, and the rumbling din of our Cyclers casts an echo throughout the dark valley. And I know Ashur is thinking what I am: kill or be killed.

      I tighten my body against the chrome frame of my Cycler for the maneuver that’s going to come next, and I inhale and exhale a final breath. Then I punch it. I torque back the throttle fully around its axis, and my Cycler blasts forward at breakneck speed. Ashur does the same.

      We go barreling through the valley right at one another. That’s when I deploy the wing-blades. So does Ashur. I go to evade and pitch a sharp left, launching silt and sand airborne as I negotiate the sharp turn. I glance back sidelong and see Ashur’s pulled the same feint, shooting off the other way. That first pass was to feel each other out. The problem when two Dune Striders fight is that tech for tech, we’re evenly matched. It’s skill that wins the day.

      I stay on the move, spinning the back end of my Cycler around for another go at Ashur, and I see him lining up for another joust at the far end of the valley. We’re already bolting right at each other again, plumes of sand kicking up in our wakes, as I’m activating the Gauss cannons—two twin forward-mounted coil guns that harness magnetism to fire a salvo of destructive, high-velocity projectiles. I fire and watch as the ground where Ashur was just at erupts into clay confetti.

      Miss.

      He lurched left just as I fired, and now he’s closing the gap on me. As he does, I see twin streaks of flame lance forward from his Cycler. I try to hook out of the way, partially succeeding, but the sheer intensity of the fire manages to blast one of my vibro wing-blades clean off and scorches the side of my Cycler in the pass.

      That round goes to Ashur. Our bodysuits are fire-resistant to a good degree, but I can feel the burns to my side. We each drive on to opposite, far ends of the valley and U-ey our Cyclers back around, whipping the rear tires through the silt to line up for another face-off.

      I rack my brain for something useful against Ashur—some tiny observation or flaw in his technique that might shift the outcome my way. On the first pass, he split to his left; on the second, he also split left. He’s favoring that side… Maybe that’s it. I decide to dispense with Dune Strider tradition and attempt something new.

      From opposite ends of the valley, we throw the proverbial pedal to the metal and gun it, and our two Cyclers go thundering at one another at full clip. I hit maximum velocity and feel the wind beating at my damaged bodysuit, and I steel myself to focus over it, over all the noise and static. Ashur’s coming up fast.

      He’s going to come at me again with his flame projector. I can’t get too close. I lean forward into my handlebars and get the jump on the situation. I fire my Gauss cannons in a burst and from far out, this time. It’s too far out for me to score a hit on Ashur… but that’s not the point.

      The cascading barrages explode the ground between us, launching sand and earth straight up. I lose sight of Ashur behind the sudden wall of dust, and that means he can’t see me, either. If I’m right, he’ll play this defensively and split to his left. I steer right for where I expect him to be… and I zero out my thoughts and buck my head low, because I’m going to ram him.

      Dust, and more dust—it’s all I see as I rocket forward. Then it happens—there he is. My eyes register it for only a fraction of a second.

      Ashur appears in front of me from the ether, and we collide at full tilt. I catapult from my Cycler as metal collides with metal and feel my helmet and body slam into Ashur. It’s all a blur from there. I feel myself soaring, skidding, and tumbling, and then it all goes black…

      Light. Pain. My eyes snap open, and I startle forward out of pure instinct, gasping for air. Then my eyes begin to discern my surroundings from the amorphous brightness. I hear a voice over the ringing din in my ears, and a person’s silhouette comes into focus standing over me.

      “Get the fuck up, Dune Strider. Die on your feet.” I know that voice. It’s Creed, my so-called backup. Am I hallucinating? Pain wracks my entire body as I dig for the strength to press myself off the ground, and I hear him continue. “Congratulations on completing your mission. I could barely recognize Ashur’s corpse. Too bad you won’t make it back to take credit for the success.”

      How long have I been out? I try to stifle the massive throbbing in my skull and realize I’m no longer wearing my helmet. It must have busted apart right off my head. I find my way to my feet despite a swell of pain in one leg—I’m pretty sure more than a few bones are broken—and unbeknownst to Creed, I reach down beneath my now-tattered poncho, which has draped itself down over my body, to feel for my revolver. I don’t know how, but it’s still there.

      “It’s gonna go good for me when I tell Abbot that I took care of Ashur after he got both you and Bosch. Nothing personal, Mute. You know how it is,” Creed says, squandering his chance to kill me to bluster about what he’s going to do, instead of doing it. “At least you’ll get to—”

      I fire through my poncho, and Creed falls backward to the ground as a hole blows open in his chest. I watch his expression turn from surprise to fear as he looks down to the mortal wound and then up to me. I raise the gun into the stability of both hands for another shot.

      Creed futilely lifts his arms to shield himself and sputters out the word, “No!”

      I blast a hole between his eyes, and I’m done with him. Then I just… stand there for a moment, still working to gain my bearings in the dawning light. I look over and see the remains of someone grotesquely twisted out of shape lying in the sands some fifteen meters out. Ashur.

      Guess Creed was right about one thing. Mission complete.

      And I see the Cyclers—or what’s left of them. They’ve been hewn apart by the crash into twisted metal
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