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Memories of the Dead Man

by Douglas Smith

Mary and her teenage son, Jase, survive by their own wits in a post-plague Earth. On the run from a vicious gang, they are saved by Bishop, a man with mysterious powers who just may be the Dead Man, the legendary hero of the Fall of Earth. But Bishop’s dark past catches up with them all, forcing Bishop to choose between his love for Mary and Jase, or revenge against the men who killed his family.

~~

“All that you want in a sf short story is here from powerful characters, to action, mysterious happenings, and a dark, violent, but excellent tale. … A bittersweet ending adds to the power of the story. (A++)”

—Fantasy Book Critic

“…again shows off Smith’s flair for the cinematic. … In his preface to the story, Smith announces his plan to write a novel about the Dead Man…I do look forward to reading it.”

—Strange Horizons

“…has echoes of Stephen King wandering about its post-apocalyptic narrative.”

—Quill and Quire

“…a wonderful example of the places this author is unafraid to go.”

—SF Crowsnest Reviews

“…would make a great movie…a unique, post-apocalyptic blend of The Road Warrior and X-Men. … It was very well done.”

—Tangent Online

“I liked the style and subtleties of the storytelling that kept me firmly on the edge of my seat. … The characters were what really impressed me, though—by a few lines into meeting each one you had a clear and definable presence in your mind.”

—SF Crowsnest Reviews
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MEMORIES OF THE DEAD MAN

You are done for—a living dead man—not when you stop loving but stop hating. Hatred preserves: in it, in its chemistry, resides the mystery of life.

—E.M. Cioran, The New Gods

YOU ASK ME of the Dead Man. What kind of man was he?

Good question. But not the right one.

Some call him a murderer, a cold-blooded killer—or worse. Some call him a hero. Jase and I made it through those days only by his hand in our lives, so you’d think I’d know where I stand on that one.

But even after thirty years, I’m still not sure.

I had dreams once, beyond living another day, but they’d died when I was twenty, died with my husband and daughter in the Plague. For ten years after that, I did what I had to, to feed Jase and me, to survive. That meant taking what we needed and staying in motion, one step ahead and not looking back. Not getting involved. Not trusting.

I made an exception with him, with the Dead Man. No—not that name. You call him that. They call him that. I won’t. To us, to Jase and me, he was Bishop. He said his other name was John, but we just called him Bishop.

Yeah, I made an exception with Bishop. But then he was an exception to a lot of rules, even before the Merged Corporate Entity rebuilt Earth under its own rules.

~~

IT BEGAN IN a shantytown, squalid and squatting on the edge of the Alberta Badlands. Began at 4 a.m. on a chill May night, under a moon as bright and cold and pockmarked as the chrome on the old Buick I’d just hot-wired.

Jase and I left some pissed-off locals in the dust, including Lizard, the skinny boss-man who’d proposed a business deal earlier that I hadn’t wanted to consummate. They ran after us down the broken asphalt right to the crumbling ramp onto the old highway until we faded into the night. I’d trashed the alternators on the two other cars in town, so I wasn’t worried about pursuit. I planned to drive all night and hide out in the hills come first light.

Jase slept in the back as the road climbed into foothills lying like rumpled sheets on the bed of night. The town fell two hours behind, and an eastern light began to wash away the holes that stars had poked in heaven’s black canopy. I began to relax, humming an old lullaby I used to sing to Sally and Jase when Sally was still alive and Jase didn’t think he was too old for lullabies. Some of the words even came back to me just before the Buick coughed once, twice. Then it stopped coughing and just stopped period.

It sounded like we were out of gas, but the gauge showed three-quarters of a tank. I popped the hood, as a suspicion grew along with a cold lump in my gut.

They’d rigged the gauge to move no lower than three-quarters. At least I had the two hours head start, and they had no wheels. That hope died as I looked back to the flatlands below. Two pairs of headlights bobbed along the broken highway.

It looked like they kept spare alternators.

My earlier bravado blew away with the cold night wind. I could take whatever they did to me—I’d been ready to die a long time ago—all except for Jase. He was what kept me going on. And these people wouldn’t limit their retribution to me. Even if they spared Jase, what would happen to him if I were dead?

I looked around for a place to hide, but we were a good mile from any cover the still-distant hills might provide. Trying to convince myself that maybe we could make it, I checked the headlights below again. The highway started weaving about where they were as the terrain got rougher. I was just figuring we had maybe ten minutes when a black shape following the two cars turned off the highway and cut across the rocky desert, straight for us. A third car, running dark. And the lack of a road didn’t seem to be slowing it down much.

Straight for us. Shit. Too late I remembered that I still had the Buick’s lights on. “Why don’t you just send up a fucking flare, bitch?” I swore at myself.

I ran back to the Buick. Jase was awake and sitting up in the back. He always knew somehow. “Mom?”

“Out of gas, and we got company.” Yanking open the driver’s door, I killed the lights as Jase jumped out. He threw my bag to me then ripped his open and began pawing through it. I pulled my gun from my belt and thumbed off the safety.

“How close?” he asked, standing again, his own gun in hand.

“Two minutes tops,” I said, looking at him. Small for his eleven years, calm and sure, thin sandy hair blowing in the night wind as he scanned the terrain for a place to hide. Ready to fight. Are you ready to die, Jase? Do you know that’s what this is about? Do you blame me for this life?

I pointed at some rocks about a hundred yards east. Jase nodded, and we ran. We were about halfway when the growl of an engine leapt over the rise behind us. I turned to see a black shadow launch itself over the ridge of the hill we’d climbed in the Buick. Airborne for a full breath, it landed far more smoothly than any car should, then immediately spun toward us.

I stopped, putting myself between the car and Jase. Jase ran for another twenty yards before he noticed. “Mom!” he cried.

“Keep going!” I yelled, but he stayed put, gun out, one eye on the car. I raised my own gun as the car swerved around me and slid sideways to stop between us. It had an oversized Caddy body but this was no Caddy. Tinted windows hid the inside.

The night held its breath. All I could hear was the dying rattle of rocks the car had kicked up and my own hard breathing, louder than the engine in this thing. Both back doors shooshed opened. I tensed and sighted along my gun, but no one emerged.

“Get in!” An amplified voice, metallic and cold, boomed from the car. Jase looked at me. I shook my head. The driver’s door opened with another shoosh. A man stepped out. Dark hair, slim, six foot. Long coat covered in black chain mail, probably crysteel loops, light and strong. Grey T-shirt and faded jeans. Black, finger-less gloves, and a short heavy chain around his neck with metal balls hanging from it. Smaller metal balls decorated the chain mail and the back of the gloves.

Arms raised, he stepped away from the car. I could see a knife sheath strapped to each of his forearms. His movements seemed casual, but he kept his weight low, knees slightly bent. The gravel barely crunched when he moved. He looked from Jase to me, both our guns on him, and he grinned. “Two minutes, and your friends from your car rental will be here for payment.” His voice was calm, bantering.

“Why would we trust you?” I said, aiming my gun at his chest.

He shrugged. “Me or them.”

I bit my lip. I could hear other engines climbing the rise. “We could shoot you. Take your car.”

He nodded. “You could try.”

I sighted along my gun at him. His grin faded, and he opened his hands, still held above his head. Two shiny balls like the ones decorating his coat and gloves seemed to hover above each palm. I heard a metallic clicking. What the fuck?

“Mom!” Jase called. I could see him out of the corner of an eye, but I didn’t want to take my eyes off the stranger.

“What?” I snapped.

“Mom, he’s okay.” The approaching cars, now much closer, almost drowned out Jase’s voice. “Mom, look at me!”

I hesitated, then shot a look at my son. Jase was smiling at me, running toward the man. “It’s okay, Mom. He’s okay.”

Back then, in the Fall that followed the Plague, before the Entity and its empire, the world consisted of those who survived and those who died. Survivors learned fast what their skills were. Me, I could fix anything on wheels. Jase, he knew people. Just knew them. Could size them up just by looking at them. Got a feeling, he would say. I’d learned to avoid people that made him nervous and to trust the ones he said were okay.

The man dropped his hands and waved us to the car. Jase scrambled into the back seat before I could yell at him to stop. Cursing but committed now to trusting the stranger, I ran to the other side and climbed in as two cars crested the rise and pulled to a stop fifty feet away from us. I squinted out the back window into their headlights.

Two men unfolded themselves from each car, all four carrying short-stock M18 rifles.

The stranger still stood beside our car. Unarmed—I thought. Pointing his arms at the men, he opened his hands. The spheres he held blurred then disappeared. A whistling shriek cut the night. The gunmen jerked as if shot, then crumpled to lie motionless. More men piled cursing from the cars. The stranger reached toward his necklace. One of the larger metal balls leapt loose from the claw that held it and into his hand.

Again he held the ball in his palm, and again it seemed to blur. I’d figured out that somehow he could launch these spheres like projectiles. But now he held only one, albeit larger, against four opponents. Thinking he needed help, I clambered out of the car, gun in hand—just as the night exploded, and I went blind then deaf. A blast of heated air punched me in the chest, and I fell. I blinked my vision back as pieces of dirt, flaming car, and body parts rained down around me.

At least I knew why he only needed one sphere the second time. C-4 with
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