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“I see them.”

The lead scout used his “creatively acquired” binoculars to sight the intruders.  His knit hat was pulled down over his head to cover his blond hair.  His face was blackened.  His fatigues were dark and mottled.  He wore gloves to conceal his light skin.

“Three men,” he said, “wearing rain gear.”  He saw one covered in a dark green poncho, another in what appeared to be a black cape and hood, and a third in a dark trench coat and fisherman's hat.

The field commander nodded.  “What else do you see?” The commander was dressed like his subordinate.  He didn't need gloves as his skin was dark brown, but he wore them anyway.  He liked the treads that covered the palms and fingertips.  Such a feature helped him grip and fire his weapon more easily and more quickly.

From their vantage point high up the skyscraper, the two man squad had an expansive view of the surrounding cityscape.  Despite the high buildings around them, they were able to track anyone and everyone who might approach the city walls.

“About one mile west is a squad of motorcycles,” the scout replied.  “It looks like they're sweeping the area, looking for anyone to arrest or kill.”

The field commander grunted.  “They won't see us up here.”

“We're well hidden,” the scout agreed.  The frame through which they looked had no glass, but, at that time of day, was hidden in the shadow of the building across the street.  “The three men don't notice the motorcycles.  They might just walk right into them.”

“Then they are fools,” the commander sneered.  He noted the debris in the streets, and the damages to the surrounding buildings, and thought nothing of it.  In the years after the armistice, no one dared to go out into the open.  Snipers were everywhere.

The scout chuckled in agreement.  “One of the mounted soldiers has spotted them.  He's accelerated right for them.”

“This should be good.”

A corner of the concrete and brick facade exploded.

Fragments scattered across the pavement as the three travelers cowered away from the blast.

“This way, my friends.”

Meckail led them down a flight of stairs.  The steel treads were grimey and stained with substances beyond description.  Despite his bulk, Gyric stepped lightly and skittered his way along.  Vernain, taller and more lanky, had to step much more carefully.  He used the tubular steel handrails more than once to steady himself.  Meckhail moved with the grace of a dancer and the self confidence of a leader.

The air below ground was dank.  Each man tried their best not to cough as the humidity in the air increased.  Meckail covered his mouth and nose and hoped he wouldn't sneeze.  Allergies to mold and mildew made him react badly in that kind of environment.

Each man sweated freely as they hustled along.  Underwear and socks and pants clung to the skin under their rain protection.  Each man wore a different brand of waterproof footwear.  Meckail's boots were brand new.  The synthetic rubber soles gripped the concrete easily.  Gyric's boots were worn but still serviceable.  Vernain wore boots with soles that had lost their tread.  He had to take smaller steps and keep away from the puddles or wet patches.

Meckail noticed that the subway cars had stopped.

Many stations were alike, with cars that were either abandoned or turned into homes for those who could afford nothing else.  People of all ages huddled in their own section of each car, careful to guard themselves and their meager possessions.  Faces were dirty, hair streaked with sweat.  And even the youngest of them had the look of hopelessness that showed in their eyes.  As he made his way along, Meckail noticed a second train had stopped along side the first.  He hesitated, then found an avenue of escape.

He led the other men into one subway car, through several groups of refugees, then through two connecting doors to another door that led to the other train.  They had to double back to find a door that led out to the opposite platform.  Despite the grunts and hisses of protest from the people, they found their way through.  Each traveler felt like the proverbial rat in a maze.

They hustled up the stairs that led to the street.  Each man took care to move as quietly as possible, but the steel stairways were old and creaked under their weight.  They reached a landing, then hustled up the next flight.  Two more landings and they found the main lobby that was at street level.  Over the turnstyles and past debris of unknown origin, Meckail darted into a small alcove beside the wide main entrance.  Gyric and Vernain followed.

The sound of motorcycles filled their ears.  Gyric turned his head and searched for the direction of the sound.  The echoes of the stained cinderblock and worn concrete were of no help.  Vernain crouched down and pressed his fingers to his temples.  Meckail knew his friend could scan the area with his mind.

Gyric touched his arm, then gestured to the wall behind them.  He held up two fingers, then pointed to the far left and held up two more.  Meckail nodded.

Vernain came out of his crouch and motioned in the same directions.  He made eye contact with each man and projected the word goon squad to his friends.  Seven soldiers, saw us when we came out of the building, looking to arrest us or shoot us.

Gyric nodded.  Do they know we're standing right here?

Not yet.  If we stand still and quiet, they might not find us.

Meckail nodded.  Hope springs infernal.

Vernain's face showed concern.  They're coming.

All three men crouched low against the cinderblock wall and hid in the shadows.  Each was grateful for the special abilities they had gained.  And each knew that radiation, and contamination, could change any man in any number of ways.

Armed soldiers rushed in from the street.  Each one held an automatic weapon in their gloved hands.  Meckail noted the black uniforms with shiny epaulets, accents, and boots.  Each soldier wore a black helmet with a face shield that hid their identity.  They moved as a unit through the lobby and went down the stairs.

I counted five, Meckail noted.

Still and quiet, Vernain warned.

The air was still and heavy with humidity.  Meckail thought he could smell rain.

Vernain scanned again, then used his palms to frame his long face.  Two more are standing guard outside.  Maybe I can distract them.  While still in his crouch, he began to gently sway from side to side.

A moment later the five soldiers rushed up the stairs and confronted the three men, their guns at the ready.

So much for distraction.

“Renegades.”

The commanding officer was of medium height and build, with jet black hair and eyes.  He had removed his helmet to better view the prisoners.  He exuded an air of arrogance and cruelty as he stood and stared at the travelers.

“No one would care if we just mowed you down right here, would they?”  He smiled and showed his straight, white teeth.  Gyric thought the man resembled a Great White shark.  Meckail thought he saw hatred in the man's eyes.  “Your carcasses would be looted for anything and everything of value.”  The man chuckled.  “Then some unfriendlies would come along and hack you to pieces.”  His eyes seemed to sparkle with evil glee.  “Your bones would be added to the soup.”

The other soldiers chuckled at that.

We are not among friends, Vernain thought.

Thank you Mister Obvious, Gyric retorted.

Their helmets block my mental probes and prevent me from distracting them.

Understood, Meckail replied.  He spoke to the commander.  “We are not your enemy.”

The officer's brows rose.  “Then why did you run from us?”

“One of your other squads fired at us.”

“Guilty men run,” the man shot back.  “Innocent men defend themselves or surrender.”

“And sometimes innocent men die needlessly.”

The Officer seemed to agree with that.  He turned to look at the rest of the soldiers.  They were all some ten feet away, their feet set in a sturdy stance, their guns leveled at the prisoners.  Each still wore their helmet and hoped to intimidate the men.  Each prisoner stood still and tried not to be affected.

“Perhaps we could go your headquarters where, no doubt, you have a wealth of information at your fingertips.  You could verify our identities.”  Meckail gestured to his friends.

“And perhaps I should not waste my time with useless Renegades like you.”  The officer's voice was as hard as the concrete floor beneath their feet.

Vernain stood between his friends, hands held up in the universal gesture.  To his right, Gryic twitched, then showed a slight grin on his pudgy face.

“What should be done with them?”  One of the riflemen asked the question.  Because of their helmets and face shields, it was impossible to tell which one had spoken.

The officer opened his mouth to reply and dozens of troops flooded into the lobby.  Meckail noticed right away that the uniforms were different, brown instead of black, without reflective patches or epaulets.  The automatic weapons were the same as the soldiers in the black uniforms.

“Lieutenant Commander!”  An amplified voice sounded from outside the open doorway.

“Yes, sir,” the officer replied.  He assumed a posture of respect.

“We have reports of a Renegade assault force headed in from the northeast corner of the city.  Take these men into custody and haul them in for questioning.  Then gather your men and take up defensive positions in Sector Eight.”

“No need,” the officer said.  “We shouldn't—”

“Use a light transport,” the voice interrupted.  “You have your orders.”

The officer, plainly disappointed, gestured in a kind of salute, then issued orders to his troops.  The soldiers, in both brown and black uniforms, scattered down the steps or out into the street.

The officer turned to one of his subordinates.  “You heard him.”

Minutes later they were on the move.

Each man had been shackled to the back seat of a three wheeled motorcycle.  Everything on the vehicle was black.  The gas tank, seats, cover over the wheels and transmission, even the metal frame was flat black.  While some three wheelers had a comfortable seat behind the driver, these did not.  The drivers careened through the streets as if the flying monkeys were after them.

I can't move. Gyrik huffed.

That's the idea.  Meckail was in a similar position and was just as uncomfortable.

My hands are below my knees.  My gut is about to implode.

Another reason for weight loss.  Vernain sat behind a driver and felt every bump and swerve in his pelvis.

I can't see where we're going.  Meckail's hands were bound below his feet.  His ankles were shackled in modified stirrups.  I can't even lift my head.

Vernain tried to cast about with his mind.  Ahead he saw block after block of crumbled buildings and street after debris-strewn street.  Potholes were numerous.  Some were tiny, others resembled bomb craters.  He knew that the buildings were once skyscrapers that rose to the sky, thousands of workers or residents within them.  At that moment, nearly every tall building had been ravaged, skeletons of concrete and steel.  Vernain knew the history of the area, and felt a tiny bit of sorrow.  People once sang songs about such a great and bustling city, but no more.  What was once majestic and thriving had been bombed into desolation. 

Gyric felt his distress deepen.  His face had turned red and hot, and his breathing had become labored.  Meckail was not in much better shape.  But Vernain felt as though he got the worst of it, and wished for better treatment.  He felt as though he were a jointed doll folded over at far too steep an angle.

The cycle carrying Gyrik fishtailed as the driver took a corner at a speed that almost caused the vehicle to topple.

I'm going to fall off.

My arms might just be ripped from my shoulders.  Meckail grunted.

Vernain scanned again.  It can't be much further.  The driver just sent a command to open some kind of doors or gates.

Hallelujah.  Gyrik huffed as the cycle suddenly changed course.

All three cycles braked hard, then bucked from the added weight.  Then they entered a long, rectangular tunnel made of concrete.  The air turned dry and cool.  Long tubes embedded in the ceiling emitted flourescent light.  A heavy steel door slammed shut behind them.  The noise sounded like the echo of thunder.

Hi, honey, I'm home.  Meckail huffed at his own joke.

Gryik was in great distress.  I hope dinner is ready.  

The drivers dismounted, then released the bonds of their prisoners.  Gyrik gasped loudly.  Meckail rubbed his wrists and ankles.  Vernain stood and tried not to sway as he regained his equilibrium.

The walls, floor and ceiling were smooth concrete.  There were no numbers nor placards nor signs nor writing of any kind within sight.  Meckail glanced about.

Everybody okay?

Gyrik's face showed that his distress was gone.  Better now.  Where are we?

Not sure.

Vernain stood straight and pushed his hands against his back.  The pops of his spine seemed to give him relief.  Somewhere better than where we were.

A dozen soldiers, dressed in brown fatigues, aimed assault rifles at them.  None of the soldiers wore helmets.  Some were male, some were female.  Each appeared to be in their twenties.  Some were tall, some were not.  All were in good physical shape.

We are not among friends.

A female soldier stepped forward.  She had the swagger of an officer.  She was of medium height, with brown hair ponytailed behind her head.  Her face as strong and her eyes showed intensity.

I can see a very good figure beneath that uniform.  Meckail kept his eyes trained on the officer.

Down, boy. Gyric shot back.

“If you gentlemen would follow me?”  Her voice was lower than expected, perhaps in the alto or tenor range, with a hint of sarcasm.

Only if you live alone.  Meckail grinned.

She turned on booted heel and headed toward a doorway.  The soldiers motioned with their weapons and the prisoners followed.  The hallway beyond was wide and cool.  The walls and floor appeared to be polished granite.  The ceiling had panels that emitted light.

Along the way the men noticed doors leading to empty rooms.

Centers for interrogation, Vernain noted.

A left turn brought them to a hallway bustling with soldiers.  Young men and women, each wearing a standard brown uniform, went about their business.  Meckail noted rank insignias, and was easily able to tell officer from inferior grade personnel.  His father would have called them “enlisted.”  Nowhere did Meckail see anyone who might have been elderly, nor were there any children or adolescents.

The officer stopped and turned toward the right.  She gestured and the men were herded into a small room about fifteen feet square.  The floor and walls were the same polished granite.  The ceiling glowed.  The door slid shut with a clank.

Home sweet home, Gryik quipped.

Meckail glanced about, then pulled off his wet jacket and hat and tossed them into a corner.  Then he chose a spot and sat down.  He had hoped to arrive in Stolius under better circumstances.

Vernain pulled off his poncho and hat and sat down next to him.  His long legs felt the strain of so many days of walking, running, and hiding.  He'd never been able to afford to buy any kind of motorized vehicle, and long ago had resigned himself to what a friend called “the shoeleather express”.

Gyrik sat down on the other side.  As usual, he was hungry.  Despite the long days of walking, and the stamina his body had developed, he'd never lost even an ounce of weight.  That fact had never bothered him, but, over time, he'd discovered that his stomach almost always demanded more and more food.

“Why is it,” the fat man asked to no one in particular, “that every place we go, we end up in a jail cell or a holding cell?”

“Just lucky I guess.”  Meckail leaned his head back against the wall.  He wondered if she had recognized him.

“I wonder how long we'll be in here this time.”  Gyrik leaned back and stretched out his stubby legs.  And his stomach growled.

“I hope not too long,” Meckail replied.  “They should be able to search their records and find us.  And find nothing on us.”

“Would their systems be interconnected with other city-states?” Vernain asked.  As a young man, he had been interested in the communications systems that connected one city to another, but circumstances and military action halted his career before it ever began.

“Possibly.”

“Then we're in trouble,” Gyric quipped.  “After what happened in River Crossing . . . “ He glanced at the tall man.

“Wasn't my fault,” Vernain shot back.  He held his hands up.  “I didnt' know—”

Mickail touched each of his friends on the arm.  “We've committed no offenses, neither here nor anywhere else, that would show up on police records.”  And I believe we'll be in here for a fairly short time, he thought, or so he hoped.

The three men were silent for several seconds.

“Remember that harem in Watertown?” Gyric asked.

All three men smiled.  Memories of the days and nights spent in carnal bliss flashed through each man's mind.

“Talk about eager,” Vernain added.  He'd never made love to so many different women at one time.

They shared a chuckle, and companionable silence.

“I was sore for about a week,” Gyric joked, a leer on his face.  “It was fun while it lasted.”

“Too bad we ran out of money,” Vernain said.

“Well,” Meckail added, “what with the war—”

“Police action,” Gyric interrupted.

“Whatever, we had to literally run for our lives.”

Vernain grunted.  “Wish I'd been able to get dressed first.”

All three men laughed.

“That officer was certainly in good physical shape,” Vernain said.

“I wonder what she might look like out of that uniform,” Gyric said.  A smile of anticipation came across his pudgy face.

“Naked,” Meckail retorted.

They shared a laugh.

“So where do we go from here?” Gyric asked.

“Out of this cell, I hope,” Vernain answered.

“I'd like to stick around a little while, if they'll let us,” Meckail said.

Vernain and Gyric eyed their friend.  Each man thought they knew Meckail well enough, but, at that moment, began to doubt their knowledge of the man.

“And why is that?” the tall man asked.

Meckail took in a lungful of air, then let it out slowly.  “Unfinished business.”

Gyric kept his eye on his friend.  “You did seem particularly eager to get here.”

“We were, well, still are, low on supplies.”

“There seemed to be something more,” Vernain remarked.

The companionable silence became a little more tense.

“I think I know that officer,” Meckail said.  His understatement did not go unnoticed.

The other men gaped.

“I thought you said you'd never been here before,” Gryic said, his voice colored with annoyance.

“I never said that.”

“But you mentioned—”

“The city has deteriorated . . . quite a lot.”  Meckail sighed.  “It's very different since the last time . . . .”

“So you have been here before,” Vernain said.

Meckail nodded.  And he wished he'd said so during their travels to the city.

“You weren't entirely truthful with us,” the tall man said.  His voice was also tinted with consternation.

After a moment, Meckail glanced at his friends on either side.  “Then I owe you each an apology.  I didn't think you'd want to come here.”

“We came along even when you didn't ask,” Vernain pointed out.  “We're friends.  We stick together.”  He remembered the first time he'd met Meckail during their time with the harem, and how they had fled the war that began in Watertown.

“Through thick and thin,” Gyric added.  He had been sincerely grateful when Meckail had saved his life, and hope to return the favor some day.

Meckail felt a little ashamed.  “I forgot that.”

“All too easily,” the tall man said, the disappointment plain in his face and voice.

Gyrik eyed Meckail as a father might chastise a son.
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The scouts eased their way down to ground level.

They picked their way through the debris, careful not to disturb anything.  They did their best not to step on loose plates of metal nor kick up any dust.  Stealth was their stock in trade, and silence was their shield against the soldier's guns.  Slowly, methodically, they made their way street by street until they reached familiar territory.

When they reached a length of chain link fence, a man stepped out of the shadows to confront them.  The scouts gestured in the correct manner, and the sentry let them approach.

“The One has asked about you,” he whispered.  The sentry was dressed in dark grey fatigues, the ancient semi-automatic rifle at the ready.  He wore no knit hat as his skin and hair were chocolate brown and not easily seen in the low light.

The scout and the commander made their way into a dilapidated building.

They descended concrete stairs and gestured again to the guard at the bottom.  They were admitted first to a small vestibule where two German Shepherd dogs sniffed at them, then wagged their tails.  Only then were they allowed into the main complex.

The full basement was the command center, with tables and chairs set up for other men to clean their weapons, or eat, or discuss strategy, or merely relax.  To the far right of the vestibule was the overall commander, who sat with his back to the corner.  Around him were advisors and guards.  Each man was well armed.

“Geoffee, Gerudlee, what have you seen?”

The two men greeted their commander with a bow.  “Leader Horache, we have witnessed three refugees being chased by the soldiers in their black uniforms.”

The field commander continued.  “We saw them duck low under ground, then later saw them strapped to motorized tricycles and taken away.”

“We did not witness any other unusual activity,” the scout added.

Horache nodded, then gestured.  “You have done well.  You have earned water, and food, and rest.”

The two men bowed and turned away.

A subcommander, named Gilter, leaned over to speak to Horache.  “I wonder who those men were?  And what were they doing out so late in the day?  Don't they know the dangers that lurk in the night?”

Horache huffed.  “Perhaps they were fools.”

Gilter chuckled and leaned his slight body away.

“And it is no concern of ours.”

Jassica Ruud was Chief of Security.

She stood five foot six, with medium brown hair that reached down her back.  Her face was strong, with a straight nose and strong brown eyes.  From the beginning of Boot Camp, she had made it a point to remain physically fit.  A daily regimen helped maintain her strength and tone her frame.

She had risen through the ranks quickly.  Some attributed it to ability and performance.  Others thought it was all about political savvy.  Some thought it was nepotism.  One or two wondered if she had traded favors, so to speak, with her superiors.  Rumors were common.  Many made assumptions based on incomplete facts.  But no one doubted that Lieutenant Commander Jassica Ruud was a very capable officer.

After she had ushered the prisoners into a holding cell, she made her way down the hall to the main security control complex.  There she went into her office and closed the door.  As she sat down at her desk, she touched control spaces on the glass top and images appeared.  Pictures, data, personal histories, past infractions real and imagined, dates of departure, and dates of arrival flashed across the screen.

“What the bloody hell are you doing here?” she said to the screen.

A device on her desk buzzed and she was jolted out of her concentration.  She snatched it off the glass and touched one side of it.

“Yes!”

“Your presence is required in the Command Center.”  The automated voice was as impersonal as ever.

“Acknowledged.  On my way.”

She rushed out of the office and the Security Center, then strode down multiple connecting hallways.  She darted around clusters of both enlisted and officer personnel, then turned hard right and hurried down a long, empty corridor.  Her footfalls sounded on the polished granite.  At the far end was a set of double doors.  They parted when she reached them.

She strode into the room and once again noted the rounded shapes of the walls and the height of the ceiling.  Around the edges of the room were consoles and terminals manned by soldiers
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