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FLESH-WELDER

 


“Who is it?” asked Nurse Taylor. The woman
in the drab white uniform jacked a shell into her sawed-off shotgun
and stood beside the warehouse door.

“It’s me… Owen,” came the voice of a
child.

“Let him in,” allowed the kindly doctor.

After the rolling steel door had been
hoisted, letting in the sweltering dragon’s breath of a high noon
gust, a bizarre procession entered the cavernous building; a
battered and rusty red wagon -- an ancient Radio Flyer -- pulled by
two harnessed curs and the boy. The dogs, one a Doberman, the other
a mutt of indeterminate parentage, were a sorry pair. Both were
ravaged with mange and parasites, and the effects of malnutrition
showed in their bloated bellies and sharp, serrated ribs.

A small, black boy led the dog-drawn wagon.
They knew him only as Owen, one of the doctor’s regular scavengers.
The child was a seasoned survivor at the tender age of nine. His
dark face bore the battle scars so common in that brutal day and
time; horizontal slashes from a razor fight, as well as a
bullet-punctured lower lip. But the most noticeable disfigurement
appeared in the form of raw radiation burns which covered the right
side of his face and neck like brilliant pink islands on an ebony
sea. He was well-armed for a child, toting a .38 snubnose on one
hip and a long-bladed butcher knife on the other.

Doctor Rourke waited until the door had
again been lowered and secured before he emerged from his darkened
office and approached the child.

“So, Owen, what have you brought me
today?”

“Lot’s of good junk, Doc.” Owen smiled up at
the big man with the air of a true wheeler-dealer. “The fighting
has been hot and heavy down on the southern limits this morning.
Right after the SA’s began pulling back and our boys started
mopping up, I snuck in with the wagon and took my pick of the
casualties. Real fresh stuff today. No day-old crap like last
time.”

“Excellent,” said Rourke, crouching beside
the bed of the wagon. “Let me see what you have.”

With the flourish of a stage magician, Owen
whipped back the olive drab tarp, revealing his store of
merchandise. The doctor examined each item carefully, nodding his
approval. “Yes,” he agreed, “yes, I do believe this is your best
batch yet!”

Owen beamed proudly. “It’s been a whole lot
easier since you lent me the scalpel and bone saw, Doc. Now I can
work faster, get what I need before the disposal crews come to
clean up.”

“Shall we retire to my office and conduct
our business, my friend?” The bearded physician ushered the boy
inside a partitioned room.

Then came the bartering. Doctor Rourke
brought out a crate of assorted post-war canned goods and firearm
ammunition and set it on the desk beside the goods to be bargained
for. Like two Indians trading over a campfire, boy

with courtesy and respect. The doctor
examined each body part meticulously, checking for freshness,
muscle tone, and size. Those that did not meet his standards, due
to irreparable damage, disease, or rigor mortis, were discarded.
The trading was done diplomatically: a box of .38 ammo for a man’s
arm, a can of beans of the leg of a child. As each transaction was
haggled over and completed, the food and ammo were placed in Owen’s
wagon while the human limbs were stacked neatly like cord wood on a
gurney to be carted into the warehouse deep-freeze for proper
preservation.

The last item was a healthy human heart
floating in a quart mason jar of fresh blood. The doctor was
interested, as he already had a potential customer for the organ.
“How about a couple of cans of halved peaches, along with a box of
shells for your father’s twelve-gauge?” he offered, figuring it to
be more than a fair trade.

Owen’s face suddenly grew sad and angry. “I
ain’t got no use for shotgun shells no more, Doc. My dad…. he’s
dead.”

The physician laid a sympathetic hand on the
child’s shoulder. He had noticed that the boy had been somewhat
nervous and preoccupied, especially during one period of bartering.
Now he knew why. “I’m terribly sorry, Owen. When did this
happen?”

“Three days ago… before the big
counterattack. The army came to Ruin Town looking for men to fight.
Any man able to hold a gun they armed and herded into trucks headed
for the front. They came for my dad, but he’d been awful sick with
that new plague that’s going around. They dragged him out of bed
and, when he wasn’t able to stand, they pushed him out into the
street and put a bullet in the back of his head.”

“Who was it, Owen? Do you know who was
responsible?”

The boy nodded, near tears now. “It was him,
Doc. It was the General.”

Rourke’s normally serene eyes now darkened
into angry pits. Jeremiah Payne, also known as the General, was a
ruthless looter and murderer who performed wholesale injustice and
horrid atrocities under the protective guise of military authority.
He and his band of roving mercenaries fought the enemy when a
battle presented itself. But, when the hostility died down, they
were back to their old tricks, descending upon the meager
population like hungry wolves. Cowardly bushwhackers with automatic
weapons, that’s what they were; sadistic thieves who preyed without
conscience on the weak and helpless.

“What about you and your mother?” Rourke
asked.

A single tear of rage trickled the length of
Owen’s scarred face. “I was hidden… but, Mom, she tried to stop
them. The General knocked her down and tore off her clothes. He
hurt her real bad, Doc… down there.”

Silently, the doctor rose and went to the
safe in the corner of his office. After a moment, he returned. “A
new deal for the heart, Owen. The peaches and this.” It was one of
the last surviving cans of National Defense spam, bulky and
rectangular and with its own turn-key for opening.

“Meat!” piped the boy excitedly. He picked
up the can as if it were some priceless treasure. “Gee, I’ve never
had real, honest-to-goodness meat before.”

“Well, tonight you and your mom are in for a
big treat. How about it? Is it a deal?”

“Deal!” agreed the child enthusiastically.
They shook on it, Rourke’s huge hand engulfing Owen’s smaller
one.

After everything had been squared away,
Nurse Taylor cranked the door open. The howl of the western wind
almost deafening in its ferocity. Owen covered the lower part of
his face with a bandanna to filter away the swirling dust and began
to lead the two dogs back out into the crumbling ruins that had
once been the proud metropolis of Houston, Texas. He turned back
once before the sandy haze swallowed him.

“So long, Doc,” he said, waving. “And thanks
a million!”

“Anytime,” shouted the doctor over the wind.
“Keep bringing me quality goods like these today and you’ll have a
steady customer.”

Owen grinned and stared at Doctor Hamilton
Rourke with an expression akin to awe. The man towered like a giant
in the warehouse doorway, huge and powerful beneath the long drop
of his white lab coat. His face was warm and friendly, the eyes
sparkling blue, the full beard dark with a hint of gray.

The only peculiarity about his face was the
forehead, which protruded slightly from the rest of his features.
That was the result of the heavy-gauge steel plate that had taken
the place of his frontal skull bone. The bumpy impressions of
Phillips-head screws could be detected just beneath the skin. The
cerebral replacement had been made many years before Owen’s birth,
before the land gave way to chaos and nearby Dallas had
disintegrated, becoming a thirty-mile wide hole in the earth.

The nine-year-old scavenger regarded Rourke
as though he were some sort of god. In a way, to many people in
Ruin Town, he was one. For Hamilton Rourke was the man with the
ability to make one’s body whole again, no matter how severe the
damage. He was the healer supreme, the medico grande.

He was the Flesh-Welder.

~ * ~

 


Evening came and, with it, the unnatural
hues of nuclear sunset and the choking smoke of distant funeral
pyres. The most recent bout of fighting had proved devastating for
the western boundary of Ruin Town. An enemy mortar attack had
battered a populated area of civilians, bringing much death and
injury. The doctor and his nurse had been busy most of that
afternoon and, as the shadows of evening grew long, the gathering
of injured had slowly dwindled and only a few now remained.

Rourke was examining a Navajo woman with
severe abdominal wounds, when a roar of vehicles sounded outside
and a commotion broke out
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