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​CHAPTER 1
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A week after the Freedom Alliance conquered Webster City, Carl Davidson walked across its deserted central plaza towards the toppled statue of Alexander Webster. A ruthless wind tugged his overcoat. Pigeons squawked overhead.

The civic monuments that ringed the plaza - the Chancellor's Palace, the Hall of Guardians, the Webster Mausoleum and the New World Cathedral - looked sullen and defeated. Restless smoke seeped from the fire-gutted Mausoleum. In the distance, the shattered skyscrapers of Old Chicago stood over a much grander ruin.

A massive gilt-bronze statue of Alexander Webster once stood in the plaza and gazed across the whole city. Sunlight made it shimmer with vitality. The Freedom Alliance blew it up to celebrate its victory. The head, torso and arms now lay separate. Smaller chunks were scattered over a wide area. The gold-plated test tube that Webster once held aloft in triumph was blown a hundred yards away.

Davidson walked around the wreckage, slightly dazed. Alexander Webster - and the statue - once towered over his life. He was taught from childhood that in 2060 a super-virus escaped from a Russian military laboratory and extinguished the world's population. Only a small pocket of humanity near Chicago survived after a brilliant biochemist called Alexander Webster inoculated its members with a vaccine he developed. He founded Webster City as an ark of humanity and established the Webster Dynasty which ruled for 300 years until the Freedom Alliance deposed it. During those years, Alexander Webster had almost divine status.

However, Davidson recently discovered that everything he was taught about Alexander Webster was a lie. Webster was a genocidal preacher who released the super-virus that turned the Earth into a massive tomb. The only survivors were members of his church who he had vaccinated. After founding Webster City and establishing the Webster Dynasty, he painted himself as the savior of humanity. He was, in fact, the greatest criminal in history.

Davidson now knew that his hero was evil incarnate and the city he ferociously defended was built on a monstrous crime. Billions were murdered to give it life. That original sin could never be expunged.

While wandering around the remnants of the smashed statue, he wondered why he came to see it. He realized that he was still angry with Alexander Webster and Webster City. He hoped that seeing the shattered statue would soothe his anger. It did not.
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Two weeks after the Freedom Alliance captured Webster City, Carl Davidson was living with Helen Watkins in her apartment in Sector 11. He liked her a lot, but refused to fall in love with her. They would probably both be dead soon. If she died first, he wanted to focus on survival, not mourning. He hoped she had the same attitude.

She left the apartment early that morning to buy food from a black-market vendor and took his original Rolex watch to pay for it.

The apartment still received some electricity, thank God, though the water stopped flowing a few days ago. Davidson carried a couple of empty buckets down to the sidewalk and filled them at a communal tap. He carried them back upstairs and washed in the bathroom. After putting on a skivvy and jeans, he sat at the kitchen table and ate porridge.

A loud crack. Another. Christ. Someone was busting down the front door. His Glock sat on a table in the living room, a million miles away. Idiot. Had he just killed himself? Probably.

Heavy boots clattered down the hallway. He considered grabbing a carving knife. Too late. Two bearded guys wearing red berets and camouflage uniforms - Alliance fighters - stepped through the doorway and pointed AK-47s at his chest. 

He raised his hands and braced to be shot off his chair; he prayed for a clean kill and, to his surprise, thought about Helen.

A fighter growled: “Don't fuckin' move.”

Still on the chair and still alive, thank God. “I won't. Stay cool.” 

Alliance fighters flitted past the doorway to the living room. Loud smashing of furniture.

A tall, handsome fighter with a colonel's lapels entered the kitchen holding the Glock. His own pistol clanked on his hip.

He waved the Glock in front of Davidson. “Nice pistol. An original?”

“Made in Austria more than 300 years ago.”

“I'm impressed. It’s well maintained. Let me introduce myself: I'm Colonel Eric Maxwell. I command Secretary Monroe's security detail.”

Davidson masked his surprise. Secretary Monroe was effectively the leader of the Alliance and famously secretive. Davidson had never seen him or heard him speak.

“How can I help?”

“You are, I assume, Major Carl Davidson of the Internal Security Bureau.”

“I was; I’m a civilian now.”

A frown. “You’re the man I want.”

“You could have knocked.”

A faint snarl. “I was told you were dangerous. Why take a chance? Where's your woman?”

“What woman?”

“The one who owns this apartment.”

“She’s dead. She died a couple of days ago.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“Why? Lots of people are dying these days. You should know - you’ve killed many of them.”

“Shut up. When’s she coming back?”

A shrug. “She isn’t. But, if you don’t believe me, wait around for her. It’s your time. Why are you here?”

“Secretary Monroe wants to see you.”

“Why?”

“He did not say.”

Davidson wanted to get the Alliance fighters out of the house before Helen returned, and stood up. “Alright, let's go.”

“Turn around, first.”

“Why?”

Maxwell reached into his combat smock and pulled out a pair of metal handcuffs. “I don't want you to run away. Then, I’ll have to shoot you.”

“Did Monroe tell you to cuff me?”

“None of your business. Turn around.”

Davidson sighed and did as told. Maxwell snapped the handcuffs over his wrists. “Now, move.”

“OK. Look after my Glock. I want it back, later.”

“I’ll think about it,” Maxwell said ominously. “Get moving.”

Davidson followed two Alliance fighters through the shattered front door; the other three trailed behind.

As they descended the fire-escape, Maxwell shoved Davidson a couple of times. Why was he so angry? Did Davidson offend him somehow, in the past, without realizing it?

A replica 1970s Cadillac was parked against the curb. A couple of Alliance fighters pushed Davidson onto the back seat and sandwiched him. Another fighter slipped behind the steering wheel and Maxwell sat beside him. The fifth fighter disappeared.

As the vehicle left the curb, Davidson said: “Where is Monroe headquartered?”

Maxwell said: “The Chancellor’s Palace.”

Chancellors drawn from the Webster family ruled Webster City for 300 years until the Alliance arrived. The Chancellor’s Palace was their seat of power.

Davidson said: “You mean, he's the new Chancellor?”

“Of course not. The Alliance intends to establish a democracy.”

“Before or after we all die of starvation?”

“Shut up.”

Davidson ignored Maxwell and looked out the window at a shattered city.  Two weeks ago, almost 7,000 Alliance fighters burst out of the Badlands to capture it. The City plunged into chaos. Fighters raped and pillaged; residents looted and settled scores. Almost 20,000 hardened criminals broke out of the main penitentiary and joined the mayhem.

Food, electricity and water supplies were now scarce. The dog and cat populations had disappeared into cooking pots. Rumors of cannibalism were rife.

The Cadillac hummed along desolate streets. Traffic was sparse; rubbish rotted on sidewalks; beggars stood on corners; shabby pedestrians flitted between dispirited buildings. Several people lay on sidewalks, either dead or almost dead. The City itself had a terminal disease beyond any cure.

For most citizens, escape was impossible. Webster City was the only city on Earth. Alliance fighters could survive outside it. Most citizens could not. They were trapped in a dying city with winter approaching.

The Cadillac spun around the central plaza and slipped between the wrought-iron gates of the massive mock-Georgian Chancellor’s Palace. It stopped under the main portico and Davidson was shoved out.

Maxwell led Davidson and his fighters into a marble entrance hall where a dozen Alliance fighters stood guard. Maxwell told the captain in charge that he had an appointment to see Secretary Monroe.

“He’s in the Chancellor’s Office, Sir.”

Maxwell led his small band through several massive halls towards that office. The first hall was lined with Old Masters, which nobody had bothered to loot or deface. The world had millions of magnificent art objects that nobody appreciated.

In the next room, where portraits of dead Chancellors lined the walls, the quality of the art plunged dramatically. In real life, the Chancellors had bristled with fanaticism and menace. Instead, the men staring out of the ornate frames looked like prosperous undertakers. The artists could not even flatter.

The group entered a tiny elevator that rose a couple of floors. They debouched into a circular rococo hall with a massive chandelier. On the far side, was the closed red-leather door of the Chancellor's Office.

Davidson had been in this hall before, with his boss, Colonel Prentice. Two weeks ago, the Chancellor, Joshua Webster, decided to emulate his ancestor, Alexander Webster, and release three canisters of the Agent Pandora super-virus in a last-ditch attempt to thwart the Freedom Alliance attack on the City. He would have killed all of humanity except for himself and a few loyalists he had inoculated.

Colonel Prentice and Davidson decided to turn traitor and stop him. They shot their way into the Chancellor’s Office. Then, the Colonel shot dead the Chancellor and was in turn shot dead. Only Davidson survived. He and Helen then dashed across the City to the airport and seized the three canisters before the super-virus was released. A few hours later, the Freedom Alliance conquered the City and took control of the canisters.

The Alliance had a list of enemies to be summarily executed. Davidson, who had a lot of Alliance blood on his hands, was one of them. However, the military leader of the Alliance, Commander Solon, spared his life to reward him for preventing the super-virus being released.

Davidson always feared that reprieve was temporary. That fear sharpened when the Central Committee of the Alliance arrived and sidelined Commander Solon. Secretary Monroe, the dominant figure on the Central Committee, effectively took control of the City and therefore Davidson’s fate. Davidson was about to meet him for the first time.

An unshaven captain in combat fatigues sat on a stool outside the Chancellor’s Office, whittling a stick. Shavings fluttered to the floor. 

Maxwell said: “Is Secretary Monroe inside?”

A lazy stare. “Yeah.”

“Can I see him?”

“Sure.”

Maxwell turned to his fighters. “Wait here with Davidson. Watch him carefully.” He pushed open the red-leather door and disappeared into the office.

Five minutes later, Maxwell reappeared and looked at Davidson. “Secretary Monroe wants to see you now. Follow me.”

Davidson stepped through the red-leather door into an office with an overcrowded decor. A massive oak desk sat in the middle. Mahogany bookshelves climbed every wall, except where a long window overlooked a courtyard. The bookshelves and desk were still pitted with bullet holes, but someone had sponged the human blood from the carpet. Davidson said a silent prayer for Colonel Prentice, that crazy-brave bastard. 

A man stood at the window, back to them, examining a Bonsai plant. Davidson felt a shiver of excitement. He was about to meet the legendary and reclusive Secretary Monroe.

When Davidson was a Major in the Internal Security Bureau, he hoovered up every speck of information he could find about Monroe. Most were vague or contradictory. Nobody was even sure what Monroe looked like. He was rumored to have a badly disfigured face, though that was never confirmed. Even his background was uncertain. Some of Davidson's spies claimed he was a high-school English teacher in Webster City who fled to the Badlands after impregnating a student; others claimed he was born in the Badlands and orphaned when a City military unit killed his parents. He did not seem to have a first name and nobody knew if “Monroe” was his real surname.

One thing was certain: at some point, he developed a bitter hatred for the City and spent 25 years building the Freedom Alliance into a political and military force capable of destroying it.

Davidson often tried to eliminate him. He sent three assassination teams into the New England area where Monroe was known to circulate. Two stumbled around without finding him; the third disappeared without a trace. He also paid several Alliance turncoats to kill him. None returned. They either went into hiding or were killed. 

The man at the window turned around and Davidson finally gazed upon his nemesis. He saw a man in his mid-fifties, with thinning hair and a bony face. A huge burn mark started just under his right eye and traveled around the side of his neck. The rumors about his disfigurement were true.

Maxwell said: “Secretary Monroe, this is Carl Davidson.”

Monroe said: “Thank you, Colonel. Did he cause any trouble?”

“He didn’t get a chance.”

“Good.” Monroe gazed at Davidson, daring him to stare at his defect, and spoke mildly. “As you heard, I am Secretary Monroe. Thank you for coming to see me.”

“I've wanted to meet you for a long time.” 

A smile crowded onto the healthy side of his face. “I'm sure you have. You’ve also wanted to kill me for a long time, haven’t you?”

No point denying that. “Yes.”

A dry cackle. Monroe looked at Maxwell. “Colonel, I won't need you any longer. Please leave us.” 

The Colonel stiffened. “I think I should stay.”

“Why?”

“Davidson is very dangerous.”

“He's also handcuffed. Wait outside. I’ll push the buzzer if I need you.”

Anger oozed from his eyes. “Yes, sir.”

Maxwell strode out and Davidson assessed whether he could kill Monroe while handcuffed. He'd have to bring Monroe down with a leg sweep and stomp on his windpipe before Maxwell returned and shot him dead. He gave himself a 75 percent chance of killing Monroe and a 100 percent chance being killed. He was not ready to commit suicide, yet.

Monroe nodded towards the plant beside him. “Chancellors have nurtured this Bonsai plant for almost two centuries. I feel obliged to keep it alive. It is also quite fascinating. It is too bad the Japanese disappeared, isn’t it? Such an interesting race.”

Monroe had obviously slipped, very comfortably, into the shoes of the Chancellors.  “We have Alexander Webster to thank for their disappearance.”

“We certainly do.”

Monroe limped across to his desk, wincing slightly, and sat within easy reach of the buzzer. The odds of Davidson killing him before Maxwell arrived plunged below 10 percent.

Monroe sighed. “That's better. My leg hurts when I stand for too long. The City is to blame for that.”

“Why?”

“About ten years ago, one of your units raided a base near New York where I was spending the night. A rocket-propelled grenade came through a window and shredded my leg. I was stretchered away and the doctor could not repair all of the damage. Did you know how close you came to killing me?”

“I had no idea.”

“Hah. In fact, you came close several times. You bribed traitors to eliminate me, didn’t you? We caught all of them. You know why?”

“Why?”

An effortless sneer. “I can smell traitors; it is my sixth-sense.”

Davidson's mouth went dry. “You executed them?”

“Of course.”

“Are you sure they were traitors?”

“They all confessed.” 

“Under torture?”

“Of course.”

“I don’t believe in torture. It produces too much false information.”

A frown. “Really? I found the traitors very believable. They confessed that you sent them. In fact, they told me a lot about you. I built up a mental picture of you and you became a part of my life. I sensed you probing for a weakness and waiting for a mistake. I hoped to meet you one day. I never thought it would be in this office. I assumed that I would be interrogating you or you would be interrogating me. Life is strange, isn’t it?” Monroe pointed to an armchair. “Please, sit down.”

Davidson perched on the edge of the chair, hands cuffed behind his back.

Monroe said: “You were here, weren’t you, when Colonel Prentice killed the last Chancellor?”

“That's right.”

A deformed smile. “I find it truly ironic that the only two people in this whole City who I truly feared changed sides at the end.”

Davidson shrugged. “We had no choice. We couldn’t let the Chancellor release the super-virus. He would have killed everyone except himself and a few supporters.”

“He certainly would have destroyed the Alliance. So, I must thank you for what you did.”

The Alliance had not publicly acknowledged that the last Chancellor tried to release a super-virus and was thwarted. It did not want a panic. It certainly had not revealed that Prentice and Davidson saved humanity. That would not fit into the Alliance’s triumphant narrative.

Davidson said: “Does that mean you’ll erect statues of the Colonel and me?”

A surprisingly jolly laugh. “No. You deserve them. But I’m only offering you private thanks.”

“Thank you, anyway.”

An ominous tone. “However, your late conversion to decency puts me in a quandary.”

Davidson’s throat constricted. “Why?”

Instead of answering directly, Monroe pointed at a large pile of manila folders on his desk. “The Chancellors were despicable, but I do admire the meticulous way they kept files on everyone in this city. That must have required a huge effort, though I guess you can’t run a police state without files, can you?” 

“Actually, I think you can. If the Chancellors had devoted those resources to fighting the Alliance, you might not be sitting where you are right now.”

A wry grin. “Really? In any event, I've enjoyed reading the files, especially your personnel file. You killed a lot of Alliance fighters and spies; you were very good at your job.”

Davidson refused to apologize. “Thank you.”

“So, you can see my quandary. Before our assault on the City, I drew up a list of people to be rounded up and liquidated. Your name occupied a prominent place. You know that, don't you?”

Davidson swallowed a pebble. “Yes.”

“Then Commander Solon - without consulting the Central Committee, I should add - took you off that list, for services rendered. However, I'm not sure he made the right decision.” A long pause. “Maybe, I should put you back on it.”

Davidson visualized himself being hustled out of the office, pushed against a wall and shot. He shivered inside. However, if Monroe intended to order that, he would have done so already. Monroe wanted something. What?

Davidson said: “Can I help you in some way?”

A hooded smile. “I like dealing with bright people. Yes, you can.”

“How?”

“I want you to find Isaiah Webster.”

That request stunned Davidson. Isaiah Webster was the only son of the last Chancellor, Joshua Webster, and therefore his heir apparent. Davidson met him a few times at official functions. A wall-eyed man who wore uniforms spattered with medals he did not earn. He was a nasty and arrogant playboy. Most members of the Webster Dynasty had a huge sense of entitlement. He outdid them all.

The death of his father made him the last possible rallying point for the Webster Dynasty. The Alliance must have earmarked him for death. Davidson was surprised he had survived. “He slipped through your net?”

“Yes, he went to ground when we took the City. We think he’s moving between safe houses with a squad of Palace Guardsmen.”

The Palace Guard was an elite unit that protected Chancellors for almost two hundred years. Many Guardsmen were fanatically loyal to the Webster Dynasty. Davidson was not surprised to hear that some had clung to Isaiah Webster.

“Do you consider him a threat?”

“I didn’t yesterday; I do today.”

“Why?”

“He has seized the canisters of Agent Pandora that you recovered and a large stock of the vaccine.”

That revelation shook Davidson. When the Alliance took control of the super-virus, it promised to destroy it. “How the hell did that happen?”

“We stored the canisters at the Center for Disease Control while we decided how to destroy them. The best option was incineration. However, the Center did not have the right equipment. So, we decided to sink them to the bottom of Lake Michigan. However, before we could, Isaiah Webster stole them.”

“How did he do that?”

“Thirty Alliance fighters were guarding the Center last night. Most were asleep, I’m afraid, when about 50 heavily armed men attacked it. They killed most of our fighters and blew up the Center before escaping.”

Davidson heard explosions and ferocious shooting during the night. That sort of cacophony was so familiar, these days, that he ignored it. “If the building was destroyed, how do you know someone stole the canisters?”

“We searched the rubble and did not find them. They were obviously taken.”

“You also think some vaccine was taken?”

“Yes. The vaccine storage area was gutted, like the rest of the building. We can't do an inventory. But nobody would take the super-virus without the vaccine.”

This was all bad news. Any group that stole the super-virus could, after inoculating its members, use it to destroy its enemies. The rest of humanity would also die, of course. But the group might not care.

“How do you know Isaiah Webster was behind this?”

“The unit at the Center sent out a radio distress call. A relief column was sent out. Colonel Maxwell was in charge. It ran into some attackers trying to escape. One was wounded and captured. He confessed that he was a Palace Guardsman and Isaiah Webster led the attack.”

“What has happened to the Guardsman?”

“He, umm, died of his wounds.”

Or was shot in the back of the head. “Do you think that Isaiah Webster will release the super-virus?”

“Of course. He knows that, when we catch up with him, he won't last long. But, if he vaccinates his followers and releases it, he can wipe us out and retake control of the City. He will rule over a graveyard, of course. However, that beats the hell out of being in a graveyard. And don’t forget that the Webster Dynasty has a track-record of releasing this super-virus. The first Chancellor, Alexander Webster, used it to kill most of humanity; his descendant, Joshua Webster, tried a similar trick and you stopped him. I’m sure that Isaiah Webster will want to carry on the family tradition.”

Davidson said: “So, you want me to find Isaiah?

“Yes.”

“Did the Guardsman you captured say where he’s hiding?”

“No. He said that Isaiah moves to a new location every night.”

“Why do you want me to find him?”

“Simple. Hunting for people in this city is your specialty. You have excellent informants and know the City better than anyone. If anyone can track him down, you can.”

That was true. “If I find him, what do you want me to do? Capture him?”

A stern look. “No, just tell me his location. I’ll arrange for him to be, umm, eliminated and the canisters recovered. Will you do this job?”

Davidson had no choice. The alternative was a bullet and oblivion. But he did not want to appear too eager. Monroe would distrust that. “What's in it for me?”

“If you find Webster, you’ll have the satisfaction of saving humanity - which includes yourself, of course - from destruction. Indeed, you’ll finish the job you started. I’ll also take you off my death list, permanently. In fact, I'll give you employment. I need someone with your talent.”

“What would I do?”

A smug smile. “Fight the enemies of democracy, of course.” 

Davidson suppressed a laugh. “If you recover the canisters, what will you do with them?”

“I’ll send them to the bottom of Lake Michigan wrapped in concrete. Will you undertake this mission?”

Davidson distrusted Monroe and wondered if he was telling the truth. Was Isaiah Webster still alive? Did he steal the canisters of Agent Pandora? Or was Monroe sending him on a wild goose chase for some reason? Impossible to say. Only one thing was certain: if Davidson declined this mission, he would be shot out of hand. Still, he could not resist annoying the guy. 

“Before I answer that, tell me this: what is the point?”

A fierce squint. “What do you mean?”

“This city is falling apart. We'll all be dead soon. If Isaiah Webster releases the super-virus, he’ll be putting us out of our misery.”

The facial burn-mark flared. “Don't be so pessimistic. The Alliance expected some, umm, disruption when we captured
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