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      Water dripped onto the torch, sizzling and sending billows of steam into the air to mingle with the smoke. Thomas Roberts looked up, and a fat, cold drop landed square in his eye. He wiped it away with one grime-encrusted finger, and he instantly regretted it.

      “Shit,” he hissed. His eye stung and watered as he continued to rub at the grit.

      A hoarse sigh echoed throughout the tunnel, and Thomas whirled toward the sound, but it seemed to be nowhere and everywhere at once. Slowly, it faded away into echoes that bounced off the high limestone walls stretching above him.

      He blinked away the tears, squinting with his good eye in the flickering torchlight. “Jim?”

      There was no answer, only the patter of water dripping onto his shoulder. Thomas swiped the back of his hand across his irritated eye and opened his mouth, positioning himself beneath the drips’ source. Ice-cold water, colder than any he’d ever tasted in his life, dripped onto his parched tongue. It tasted earthy, but the temperature was heavenly. A grin tugged at the corners of his open mouth.

      Again, the rasping sigh echoed throughout the rocky passage, and Thomas stepped back. “Jim,” he called. “That you, boy?”

      Drip. Drip. Drip.

      “You’d better not be fuckin’ with me, boy,” Thomas snarled.

      Drip. Drip. Drip.

      Thomas glowered at the darkness.

      “Fuckin’ caves,” he muttered.

      This place gave him the creeps. No man with any sense in his head would come down here and freeze his ass off in the dark chasing water. Not unless he was desperate, that is.

      Thomas sighed, but it came out as an anxious moan that he hoped his partner hadn’t heard.

      The fact was, Thomas was desperate. None of the barge crews on the river would hire him anymore, not since he got drunk and socked Pete Foster in Ishmael’s last spring. Suited him, though. Roasting in the hot sun on the river was no kind of life, but as much as he despised the work, it paid well, and Thomas had mouths to feed at home. He’d been heading out the door, hat in his hands, ready to go throw himself upon that smug bastard Foster’s mercy when Jim Parsons had come to him with a brilliant idea.

      “The caves,” Ol’ Jim had said. “How’s them caves made?”

      Thomas had shrugged. How the hell should he know?

      “Water,” Jim had shouted, waving around a wrinkled book he’d found in his basement. “They’s carved out by water!”

      Jim had said the magic word. Even along the Mississippi, water—the cleaner the better—was king. If they could find the source of the water which had carved out these ancient caves, they’d be rich beyond their wildest dreams. Fuck working the barges. They’d become wellers!

      Thomas shrugged the green, canvas backpack off his shoulders and placed it on the packed clay floor. The pack’s zipper echoed off the cold, stone walls, and Thomas rummaged through the contents until his fingers brushed the rounded surface of a glass jar. He held the container up to examine it in the torchlight. Finding it free of cracks, Thomas placed it beneath the drip.

      The water plinked softly against the glass bottom.

      Thomas nodded. It was a start.

      He reached into his coat pocket, producing a small tea candle, which he placed beside the collection jar. He pulled a tin of wooden matches from his breast pocket and struck one against the side of the tin before holding the tiny flame to the shriveled, black wick.

      Thomas stood and cast one final glance at the passage behind him before slinging the backpack over his shoulder. As he ventured deeper into the cave, he resumed counting his steps.

      “Five-sixty-three,” he intoned. “Five-sixty-four. Five-sixty-fi—”

      Another deep, rattling sigh emanated from the shadows, and Thomas felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand up as the echo slowly faded.

      “Jim,” he said, “I swear to God and baby Jesus, if you—”

      The crash of breaking glass cut him off before he could finish his threat. He whirled toward the sound, and his torch struck the wall beside him, throwing sparks. An ember struck his cheek, and Thomas released his grip on the torch to rub the fresh burn. The torch fell into a shallow puddle, plunging the tunnel into darkness and sending smoke billowing into the air.

      Thomas coughed and fanned the air in front of his face. “Fucking hell!”

      His marker candle had also been extinguished, leaving Thomas to blink away the phantom dots swimming across his vision. Ghostly reminders of the precious light he’d just lost. He reached into his pocket for the matchbox, fumbling with the lid in the dark.

      Another sigh rang out, this time definitely close and not an echo from some branching tunnel, and Thomas’ nostrils flared as a sour odor hung in the air. The tin fell to the floor with a clatter.

      “Shit!”

      Thomas fell to his knees and felt along the ground. His hand brushed several matches, and his fingers plucked a single stick from the pile. He groped blindly for the tin, but it was nowhere to be found. He reached out and touched the wall.

      Another sigh, dangerously close, rustled his hair.

      “Jim,” Thomas said, his voice catching in his throat. “Answer me, boy!”

      He struck the match against the rocky surface, and a tiny flame illuminated the tunnel, as well as a pale, ghostly face with two white, staring eyes.

      Thomas screamed, and the apparition answered in kind. Jagged, blackened teeth flashed in the dying light as the match flickered and died, and Thomas’ screams were drowned out in the apparition’s own shrill shriek.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE BITCH

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m gonna drink your blood, outlander,” the pirate cackled.

      The weller gave the pirate the briefest of glances through the open window, his eyes flicking back and forth from the road ahead to the rearview mirror, to his passenger’s side mirror, and back again. The bastards had him boxed in, their fenders tapping playfully against the primer black 1971 Road Runner’s quarter panels. Screeching metal and abused engines assaulted his ears from all directions, complementing the cacophonous rock song blaring from the car’s speakers.

      Matt Freeborn reached beneath his coat and drew his most trusted weapon, the Well Digger—a double-barreled, .50 caliber revolver. As his thumb cocked back the hammer, the pirate vehicle behind him slammed into the Road Runner’s bumper, knocking him against the steering wheel. The Well Digger fell to the floorboard.

      “Shit!” The weller glared at the pirate to his left, who was still taunting him.

      “Nowhere to run,” the pirate jeered. “Your ass is mine, Red!”

      Matt took his hand off the wheel to eject the cassette from the Delco tape deck and glanced at it briefly.

      Rush.

      “I’m gonna cut off your head and wear it as a hat,” the pirate shrieked. “It’s gonna look so fancy!”

      “Never liked this one anyway,” Matt said, chucking the tape through the open window and into the motormouth pirate’s car.

      The hunk of white plastic sailed through the air like a missile and struck the pirate on the bridge of the nose. The pirate’s hands left the wheel and flew to his face, muffling his screeching curses.

      Matt took advantage of the distraction and jerked his steering wheel hard to the left, striking the pirate car with the Road Runner’s fender. The pirate groped for the wheel, but it was too late; his car was already on a collision course with the cavernous ditch. Matt smirked as the car sailed off and disappeared from his mirror. A plume of dust erupted from the ditch. Finally, he had some breathing room.

      He jerked the wheel to the left, taking the now empty lane. His foot pressed on the accelerator, and the Hemi roared, propelling the Plymouth forward like a rocket. The pirate on his right jerked his wheel, but the Road Runner was already gone, kicking up a heavy dust cloud and peppering the pursuer’s windshield with sand.

      The pirates had been all over him for the past five miles, clinging to his car like ticks on a dog’s ass all the way through a deserted speck in the road the locals had once called Kahoka, Missouri. Now he was on the open road, heading southbound on Route 81, and the pirates had the home court advantage.

      One by one, the pirate cars fell back, keeping a respectable distance from the Road Runner. Matt stomped on the accelerator, summoning the last of the mighty Hemi’s power and urging the muscle car to the top of a rise.

      “Pussies,” he scoffed.

      It wasn’t until the Road Runner crested the hill that the weller realized his error. The road angled into a steep descent, at the bottom of which a sharp, ninety-degree left turn awaited him.

      “Son of a bitch!”

      Matt drove his foot down onto the brake pedal, sending the Road Runner into an ass-swerving skid. His heart seemed to jump into his throat as the curve grew dangerously close. He wrenched the wheel to the left and held his breath as the back tires slid on the loose sand and gravel littering the road. As the rear end swung over the edge of the ditch, the weller cranked the wheel and corrected the Road Runner’s course, sending the car barreling down the straightaway ahead.

      Matt’s heartbeat thumped thunderously in his ears, and his breathing came in ragged gasps. As the pirates grew larger in his side mirror once again, his anger reached a boiling point. If the bastards wanted to play dirty, he would happily oblige them. He leaned forward against the wheel and felt blindly along the floor for his gun, finally wrapping his fingers around the familiar, comforting weight.

      He waited patiently, keeping one eye on his side mirror, as one pirate inched closer. His fingers flexed around the Well Digger’s wooden grip, itching to show these desert rats the error of their ways. The Road Runner shuddered as the pirate’s bumper rubbed the quarter panel. Matt ground his teeth as metal screeched on metal. When the car was close enough for him to see the driver’s eyes, the weller whipped his left arm out the window and fired blindly at the vehicle’s front end.

      The revolver roared, and a flash filled the weller’s mirror as sparks erupted from beneath the hood. The wounded engine shrieked and chugged, belching black smoke that blanketed the road like fog. Matt grinned as the driver pounded the steering wheel and rocked in his seat, urging the crippled vehicle forward. Despite the pirate’s efforts, the vehicle drifted back until another car nudged it out of the way.

      “Persistent sons-a-bitches,” Matt muttered, tossing his weapon onto the passenger seat.

      As the chase wore on, the treacherous road kept him on his toes. Sharp turns and rollercoaster hills threatened to roll the Road Runner, but the weller managed to keep all four wheels on the ground.

      Mostly.

      Even though the pirates were familiar with the terrain, the grit coating the asphalt kept them skidding and sliding out of control just as much as it did Matt.  Two of the pursuers met their end by crashing into abandoned buildings standing near one of the sharper turns.

      Matt led the bandits through several small, abandoned villages, all of them mere specks on the side of the winding road, and none of them large enough to offer any kind of shelter from the assault. For every pirate vehicle he disabled or forced off the road, two more seemed to replace it. The chase couldn’t go on forever; eventually his luck would run out.

      The serpentine path gradually straightened out into a more maneuverable path, but that only made the pirates more daring. Clusters of dilapidated houses appeared alongside the road, signaling the beginnings of another settlement. As the Road Runner rounded a curve, Matt saw the remains of a pre-war fueling station on his right. Large, cylindrical tanks towered behind the long-useless fuel pumps.

      Matt tried to remember how many shots he’d fired at his pursuers; had it been four or five? Or six? Shit. He muttered under his breath, trying to account for every round expended. A jarring impact against the rear bumper broke his concentration, and he glared as the pickup truck behind him retreated slightly, preparing for a second strike.

      The weller’s fingers twisted around the wheel, and he waited, watching the truck surge forward, its engine roaring in protest. Before the truck could make contact, Matt wrenched the wheel to the left, swinging the Road Runner out of the pirate’s path. The truck came alongside him, and Matt slammed the Road Runner’s side into it.

      The Plymouth fishtailed on the loose sand peppering the ground and slid sideways down the road. Matt let the car come to a halt and sneered as he watched the truck careen toward the fuel tanks. Ancient, paper-thin brake pads screeched, unable to stop the truck in time, and it crashed into one of the empty cylinders, sending the driver sailing through the open front window. Matt grimaced as the man’s neck snapped against the tank at a right angle, and the body collapsed lifeless onto the crumpled hood.

      Another pirate car rounded the curve, heading straight for the exposed Road Runner. The weller thrust the Well Digger through the open window and took aim, praying to whoever would listen that there was still a live round in the chamber. But as he sighted down the barrel, his pursuer’s brakes squealed, and the pirate vehicle skidded to a stop.

      Over the straining engine, Matt heard muffled curses as the driver punched his steering wheel. Keeping the Well Digger trained on the driver, his brow furrowed as more pirates rounded the bend in the road and came to a stop alongside their comrade. One by one, the drivers exited their vehicles, each shouting taunts and curses at the perplexed weller. Slowly, Matt lowered his weapon, keeping his finger poised on the trigger should one of the men attempt to catch him off guard.

      None did.

      Their attention was divided. Half of the pirates were taunting Matt to come fight, while the rest focused on something above and to his left. Matt raised the Well Digger again, keeping it trained on the largest man in the crowd, and slowly turned his head. High above, painted in bright red, the angular visage of a rat glowered down at them from the ruined propane cylinder.

      The image was crudely drawn, the work of wasteland taggers. Matt frowned. Virtually every structure in the wastes was covered in graffiti. Why should this place be any different?

      But then… it hit him.

      His lips curled into a smirk, then split into a grin as he returned his gaze to the pirates. One of the pirates, a wiry youth, was the first to break ranks. A chuckle passed Matt’s lips as the boy ran back to his vehicle, spun it around in a spray of sand and gravel, and roared up the road to the north. One by one, the pirates followed suit, until only one man stood staring at the weller across the invisible barrier.

      The man was bald, clad in tattered, brown rags save for a black strip of tire tread draped over his right shoulder. He pulled a sawed-off shotgun from a makeshift leather rig strapped to his right leg and leveled it at the Road Runner.

      Matt scoffed and gave the pirate a mocking salute with the Well Digger before stepping on the gas and sending the muscle car into a controlled spin. He cranked the wheel, his grin growing wider as the buckshot whistled harmlessly past his window. Determined to put as much distance as possible between himself and the pirates before they found their nerve, Matt’s foot pressed the accelerator to the floor, and the horn sounded a parting beep beep.

      He watched his rearview mirror until the pirates faded into an unpleasant memory.
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      Matt tilted the bare metal can in his hand and squinted in the dim light cast by the candle burning behind him. His fork scraped against the inside of the can and dislodged a stubborn piece of ravioli from the bottom. He held the morsel up to the light for a moment, turning it slowly. Many a lonesome night, he’d played can roulette, and mostly he was rewarded with vegetables... or the occasional dog food.

      But tonight, he’d scored big!

      He sighed contentedly as he popped the sauce-coated pasta into his mouth, chewing slowly to savor the last morsel. As he swallowed, a disheartening thought crept into his mind. What if he’d just eaten the last can of ravioli in existence? It was much like the structure he now sat in, a forgotten luxury, taken for granted by the vacuous and complacent society that had created it.

      He ran his finger along the can’s inner curve, licked the sauce from it, and set the can aside as he leaned back on his elbows to take in his surroundings. The garage had long been abandoned, perhaps since the Twelve-Minute War itself. It was cramped and offered little in the way of comfort, but Matt doubted that the attached house would offer anything better; the fallen tree splitting the house in half had seen to that. Come morning, he’d venture inside to see what he could salvage.

      Whatever unlikely comforts the ruined dwelling might have offered mattered little to the weller. All he cared about were four walls to block out the wind and at least six feet of flat ground to stretch out upon. The garage’s only other occupants were a compact car with four flat, crumbling tires and Matt’s own Road Runner. Streaks of yellow, exposed by the many impacts during the day’s chase, peeked out from beneath the black primer; he’d have to touch that up when he had enough light and ambition.

      The weller’s eyes passed over countless relics of a pre-war world adorning the walls and shelves. His mind conjured uses for the strange objects that—even he realized—would probably reduce the ghosts of their long-dead owners to fits of laughter. Still, it was a game he and his grandfather had played on many a cold night to pass the time when he was a boy.

      There was the heavy-duty fly swatter, a brutal tool with a leather-wrapped handle and wire mesh, clearly made for giant carrion flies. A bundle of black netting hung nearby, obviously a hunting or fishing implement. Most intriguing were the zoom boots, plastic shoes with rows of brightly colored wheels mounted to the soles.

      As interesting as the zoom boots were, however, Matt was more perplexed by two round, plastic shields with simple rope loops for handles. He’d seen shields like these in the gladiator games back in Resurrection City, but those had been fashioned out of metal and wood. Plastic seemed too fragile for defense. Matt shrugged. Perhaps these were training shields, probably companions to the bright, hollow, foam lances leaning in a corner beside the far door.

      As he licked the last traces of tomato sauce from his fork, a flickering shadow caught his eye. He held the fork between his lips and reached for the machete laying beside him on the floor, his eyes searching for the shadow’s source.

      He hoped it wasn’t a bat. The furry, little bastards had given him the willies ever since one flew into his face on a welling job when he was eleven years old. The critter hadn’t been any bigger than a few inches, not counting the wings, which had been flapping too fast for young Mattie to gauge their size, but at that distance, it had seemed larger than life. In that fleeting moment, its empty, black eyes had stared deep into the young weller apprentice’s soul, and its fangs had flashed like daggers in the faint lantern light. The entire encounter had been over in an instant, but his grandfather teased him about it mercilessly from that day forward.

      The shadow passed across the wall again, and Matt prepared to strike with the heavy blade, but he jerked back when nearer movement caught his eye. A small, black and green moth fluttered a foot in front of his face. Matt exhaled, not realizing he’d been holding his breath, and dropped the machete with a clatter that echoed off the garage walls and rattled his teeth.

      He paused to listen, making sure the racket he’d just made hadn’t attracted any unwanted attention. The only sounds were his own breathing and the soft pop and hiss of the tiny flame dancing atop his homemade candle.

      “Dust brain,” he muttered.

      The little moth flitted past again, and the weller’s arm flashed out to catch it. His thumb and forefinger clasped one of the lime-green wings, and the insect flapped its other wing aggressively in a futile effort to free itself. Matt brought the struggling moth closer and looked at its face, unable to make out any features in the faint candlelight. Part of him was thankful for that.

      Unblinking red eyes still plagued his nightmares, along with the unearthly screeches and thrumming wings of the monsters he’d encountered in a sprawling, abandoned river city only a few weeks ago in Iowa. His ears still rang with their piercing cries.

      Mutants.

      Matt’s lip curled in disgust. Bats may have made him nervous, but mutants made his skin crawl, and the so-called “Hawkeye State” seemed to be teeming with the bastards. He was glad to finally have Iowa fully in his rearview mirror.

      His fingers snapped closed, crushing the life from the moth. When he opened his hand, all that remained was a green and black smear, the wings ruined and unrecognizable. Matt wiped his palm against his pant leg.

      He winced.

      Searing pain coursed through the limb. The weller grasped his knee and rubbed it until the pain subsided to a tolerable ache. He slowly extended the leg until a loud pop filled the air. A soft gasp escaped his lips, and he relaxed.

      Another painful reminder of his time in Iowa, one that he feared might never leave him.

      As painful as it was, though, he considered himself lucky. At least he’d limped out of Iowa City in one piece, which was more than he could say for his best friend. Ol’ Radar had lost two of his favorite booger pickers in the fight against Koozy.

      Patrick fucking Koozy.

      A goddamned ghoul. A desert vampire. He and his kind were the bogeymen mothers warned their children about. “Don’t stay out after dark, or the distillers will take you,” they’d say. “They’ll snatch you and suck the moisture from your body, right down to the marrow in your bones.”

      It was true. All of it.

      Matt had seen the horrible machine in action. Hell, he’d pulled the damn lever himself and condemned a man to death by distillation. He’d stood and watched the machine slowly suck the life out of the wretch until nothing remained but a crumbling mummy and a jar full of crystal clear.

      He shuddered, trying to shake the awful image from his mind. His hand slipped into the satchel at his side and removed a tattered and faded roadmap. Matt unfolded the
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TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
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DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
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