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      The drugs kicked in as hard as she stomped in his teeth. This was good. She would need the energy if he wasn’t going to talk.

      Rabia Duke stood anxiously over the smoldering char of their campfire as she glared down at her would-be assassin. She could not tell if her anxiety came from the uppers or the atrocities against god she was about to perform on the man that just attempted to take her life. She didn’t like doing this sort of thing in front of a child. Dinner, of course, was no normal child, she was a child of the United Wastes, whose purpose in life was to be a fresh supply of food before Arthur had rescued her. But she was still a child.

      Dusk had settled over the United Wastes hours ago. A dark veil of empty night had covered the dead land like a black body bag, allowing the small campfire light to bleed out like a bright signal flare. It was a long-standing rule amongst the denizens of the United Wastes, at least one for those who knew how to survive into their twenties, that you did not light fires at night, unless you had an army. Campfires were a luxury. They were warm and helped you cook food, but they also signaled to every would-be attacker crouched in the night that there was a place worth pillaging. You either lit one out of desperation for warmth, out of stupidity, or because you wanted your pursuers to come at you.

      Rabia Duke was a consummate professional. She had suspected the dour deed of assassination was ahead of her the moment she and Arthur had met the commissioner for Operations Support, Henry S. Boyd, and had handed him The Colonel’s “inventory” book. Arthur had played a game of “I know you know that I know” with Boyd, and though this new side of him was attractive, she knew that it would get them both killed. Once Boyd had reassigned Rabia, and split the two, well, this all but confirmed her suspicions that they were marked.

      Rabia was an Enforcer, a hired gun and muscle for the Internal Revenue Service in their plight to collect taxes in the post nuclear apocalypse. It was her job to keep an Auditor safe while they made the ill-advised decision to collect taxes from the savage and cruel citizens that littered the irradiated landscape. She was good at it. But the unthinkable happened: the little girl that Arthur had saved was promoted, despite his advice to her to prevent it. She was Rabia’s new partner.

      Dinner huddled behind her knees and sat facing the fire with her back against their white government van, too transfixed at the dancing flames to be paying much attention to Rabia and their severely beaten pursuer. Still, being violent in front of the girl made Rabia uneasy.

      She brought her boot down on the face of the assassin like a hammer and ground dirt into his bloody face. It made her uneasy, not hesitant.

      Rabia lit a cigarette and puffed on it, doing her best impression of Sherlock Holmes as she held the man’s face to the ground with her foot. “You know the best part of this interrogation?” she asked as a cloud of smoke drifted from out her nostrils.

      The man stirred slightly under her, and if he had stirred any more, he would have found the crushing of her boot to intensify. This was no stubborn retaliation on his part, though; he was not struggling, he simply had to shift his jaw away from the dirt so that he could talk. “No,” he said with agony.

      “The best part of this interrogation, you black-hearted whore bastard,” Rabia replied, “is that it hasn’t begun yet. All of those bruises and missing teeth, they were just foreplay.” At this, Rabia pulled out a dull knife and kicked hard into his side, flipping him over onto his back. As the man writhed in pain, Rabia glanced over at Dinner, who idly stuck her small finger into the dust and started drawing with a soft hum. The man let out a painful groan.

      The man, before he became an amalgamation of bruises and cuts, before he was “properly” introduced to Rabia, was a short man not worth looking at. His features were plain, and though Rabia didn’t want to seem ignorant, she thought he looked like every other white man that worked in the IRS bunker. Being so able to blend in at the office was surely useful to him as an assassin. Hell, using someone who was just another face in the crowd was the smartest decision you could make when picking a hired killer. That is exactly why it was so bloody fucking daft that they decided to use him out in the wastes. He wore a white shirt that was immaculate before Rabia smeared it with his own blood, and he wore a black tie that was perfectly fitted around his neck before she used it to bind his hands. If he had tried to kill her in the bunker, his clothing would have been an asset, but out here? Out here men wore the bones of their enemies as friendship bracelets. Out here men had no less than six sharpened spikes protruding from their jackets, and a dried scalp turned codpiece was considered gentlemanly. Either Boyd had hired this man with full confidence that he would never be seen, or he hired him out of stupidity. There was no reason why the two should be exclusive.

      Rabia brought her boot down on his neck as she clutched the dull blade in front of his eyes. With her other hand, she reached down and fished in his pants until she found something small, shriveled, and frightened. “I have never sharpened this knife, which is completely out of character for me,” she said, taking a drag on her cigarette between her lips. “Do you know why?” The man shook his head. “I only use this knife for one thing, and that’s cutting peckers. Sharpening it would just mean a quick and clean cut, and when you are cutting peckers, the last thing you want is a quick and clean cut.” The man struggled suddenly below her. His eyes, though mostly puffed over and hidden behind swollen lids, still managed to go wide with fright. “And you know what else, you dirty swine?” Rabia teased. “This is still not a part of the interrogation!”

      “Please, no! I’ll—”

      “What?” Rabia interrupted. “Tell me anything? Save the cliché. I’ll tell you what I know, and you sit and listen, and hope I know a lot because when I am done ranting your pecker comes off!” A malicious smile graced Rabia’s dark face. She glanced over at Dinner, still humming to herself. Was the little girl uninterested in what she was doing because she did not understand what was going on, or was she uninterested from years of seeing things crueler? “So, this is what I know,” Rabia spat. “Boyd wants me dead, that one is obvious. He split me and Arthur apart because he figured that we work too well together. He knew that we went to hell, stole from the devil, and came back with all of our limbs intact. This scares him. He’s afraid that we work too well together and that a single assassination attempt would probably fail. Am I right?” The man eagerly nodded his head. “So Boyd paired me with the little one on a goose chase, sent us out here to audit a tribe that doesn’t exist with the hope that you could handle a short black woman and a scarred little girl, right?” The man nodded once more. “Except the little girl isn’t scared, and me, well, I’m the reason we made it out of hell.”

      The fire raged and the flames licked up at the night. Behind it, Dinner looked on, her attention now fully on Rabia.

      The whole thing made Rabia sick. Well, not beating and torturing the man who tried to kill her, that was just another day in the United Wastes. It was how fate had treated the poor child before her. After Arthur told her to start slacking to avoid a new pay grade and a promotion to Auditor, Dinner did exactly that. She seemed to understand Arthur perfectly well and had every intention of staying out of sight and safe within the concrete walls of the IRS bunker. But janitor is an entry job, a default assigned to all newcomers without a gun. So when the emaciated man, The Colonel’s former slave, was processed and his leg amputated because of sniper fire, when the man who used to be The Colonel’s walking table joined the sanitation crew, he set new standards in slack. A one-legged madman who had no concept of “clean” made everybody look like a hard worker by comparison. So, despite her hard effort in putting in no effort, despite her following Arthur’s advice to the letter, Dinner was promoted. Now the poor child was back out in the wastes, and whatever was left of her childhood would likely end.

      The uppers had made Rabia jittery, had made her finicky. She fiddled with the blunt knife with no patience and greedily sucked at her cigarette. She would have to fight the urge to rant forever, an easy thing to do on the upper, and try to cut to the chase. “I also know that you can’t be the only assassin. They sent Arthur out with the Tax Army to attack Slaver City. You cutting the distance from way out here to kill us both would be egregious. So tell me, how far is the other assassin from my friend?”

      The man eyed the knife, then eyed the mischievous drug-fueled grin that cut across Rabia’s face. Dinner stared on, and Rabia could feel her impressionable eyes on her. The quick flash of guilt that Rabia did not know she was capable of did not show. “The assassin is not there yet,” said the man. “Boyd wants Mr. McDowell near Slaver City before he is killed. No one will question another death amongst hundreds in a war.”

      “What does he look like, you miserable bastard?” Rabia shouted as she pressed her boot deeper onto his neck, knowing full well that he would not be able to answer until she let it up. She pressed the cold edge of the dull knife to the base of his pelvis, then eased her foot up just enough to allow the man to talk. None of these theatrics were necessary, mind you; the man seemed perfectly willing to talk. But intellectual conversations with a child never got beyond the word “why,” and after waiting to ambush her assassin she had gotten bored. This was just a way to kill the time.

      “I—I don’t know. I just know that if he failed I was supposed to do the job myself and vis versa,” the man said, straining to keep the knife in his view. This was probably true. At the end of the day, Rabia had got the jump on the assassin easily, and this man was not good at his job. This was no hardened hit man with a thousand faces; he was a bureaucrat. It made sense that there was a contingency plan.

      “So what you’re telling me is that if someone else shows up to kill me then Arthur is dead?” Rabia asked between puffs of smoke. The man nodded. Rabia drew her hand cannon from her side and sent a bullet from the front to the back of his skull. She was no sadist, but Dinner had seen the whole thing and did not flinch. Rabia turned to the child. Whoever ruined this child, she thought, should be glad that they are dead.

      She carried the body out of their camp (a tidy camp was a precious thing), then found a seat next to the child that she was now sworn to protect. Dinner wore a white collared shirt that was easily a size too big for her, a clip-on tie, and a face that said, “I grew up on violence.” It was an easy one for Rabia to read, for it was the same face she saw in the mirror. There might be only an ounce of blood in Rabia that was maternal, and it was an unpracticed one. She wanted to try and comfort the poor thing but was not exactly sure how to start. Before she could muster the energy to try, and inevitably fail, Dinner spoke up. “Are we going to eat him?” she asked with an innocence that did not mesh well with the question.

      “What? No,” Rabia answered, her eyebrow cocked.

      “Murder Man ate everyone he killt.”

      “Sounds like a charmer. He named you?” Dinner nodded after a prolonged pause, and did so slowly. “Great, explains a lot. No, we are not going to eat him; the rotten bastard deserves to spoil out here. Why, were you hungry?” Dinner nodded with more enthusiasm. “What happened to that can of dog food I gave you?” Rabia asked with eyebrows lowered and smoke pouring from her lips. No answer. Rabia took another drag on her cigarette, and with no calm asked again, “What about the dog food, Dinner?”

      “You got to eat the fruit. I don’t want the dog food!” Dinner finally responded, her eyes looking sour at the fire, avoiding Rabia’s gaze.

      “The canned grapefruit helps metabolize my drugs quicker. Eat your food,” said Rabia.

      “Do I get to do drugs?”

      “Listen, I don’t care what you do with your money, kid, but the more people doing drugs the less there is for me. Eat. Your. Food,” Rabia said between her teeth. Dinner stood then turned to the van behind them. With great effort she tried to open the white van’s sliding door. After failing at this she elected to open the passenger’s front door then crawled inside to the back. Rabia pulled her cigarette from her mouth and cocked her head backward to watch the little girl. “What are you doing in there?” Rabia asked a moment before the girl returned with a tall can of dog food large enough that she had to hold it with both of her hands. The child pushed the can forward and held it out toward Rabia. “I can’t open,” said the little one.

      Rabia grabbed the can quickly, not out of anger or impatience, but because the drug demanded that all actions be quick. Dinner flinched at this, and guilt covered Rabia’s being like a heavy and dirty blanket. She could not afford sudden movements like that around the poor thing. She took out a can opener from her pocket and started the task of opening it. “Listen,” she said, avoiding the child’s gaze. “What I said earlier, ignore it. You don’t get to do drugs, okay?” Dinner nodded. “Drugs are, er, bad, you get it? If anyone ever offers them to you, don’t take them. Instead bring them to me, got it?” Dinner nodded once more, as if what Rabia had said sounded completely reasonable. “Good,” continued Rabia. “Here’s your dog food.” Dinner held the opened can in front of her and her eyes went wide.

      “You’re not going to eat it first?” she asked meekly. “Murder Man used to let me have whatever was left.”

      “Yeah, well, he was a dirty prick who wanted to fuck the world. Eat up, I’ll have what’s left.”

      No more needed to be said. Dinner dug her tiny hand into the can and began to eat voraciously.

      Rabia was always amicable to socializing, but making friends in the United Wastes was always hard. Dinner was easy because she was a child, and any hurdles that got in the way were because of herself and not the child. Getting Arthur to open up was difficult (though getting into his pants was easy), and she trusted few to actually put in the effort. Arthur was the first man to actually act like any sort of gentleman she had met, and though he was anal, and crazy for paperwork, she genuinely enjoyed his company. Burning things together was fun. But now there was a man after his life on top of a war ahead of him. There was no way he would survive either without her protection. Boyd had done well to split them up, but he made an error by sending a man and not an army to kill her.

      “Listen,” Rabia said as Dinner shoveled dog food into her mouth. “We have a change of plans.”

      Dinner paused her consumption and looked up at Rabia. “Are we going back to the bunker?”

      “No, we may never be able to go back.”

      “But I like the bunker.”

      “Well, it doesn’t like us.”

      “I want to go back to the bunker.”

      Rabia sighed, then lit another cigarette. There was no reason why she should argue with a child, she was the adult, after all, but that blanket of guilt was still oppressively wrapped around her. “You remember Arthur?” She asked. The little girl nodded her head. A slight smile peeked out from her lips at the mention of his name. Arthur had kept the little girl from fulfilling her namesake. “Well, he’s dear to me—don’t ever tell him that—and he is in great danger.”

      “Are we gonna save him?” Dinner asked with childish earnest and a glob of wet dog food in her hand.

      “We’re not just going to save him,” Rabia replied, taking the cigarette from her mouth. “Oh no, we’re gonna help the hansom bastard start a revolution.”
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      Arthur looked at the now ashen mountain with a sense of nostalgia and terror. The nostalgia? Well, that was riding with a beautiful woman in a mutant car as they succeeded in their plans and found the time to be tender to each other. The terror? Well, the mountain looked ghostly.

      Few of the dead trees that littered the mountain still stood. Where they were once like bony fingers spreading outward toward the sky, they were now scaly burnt effigies that looked more like ingrown hairs tearing up and out of the mountain. Every inch of the mountain was covered in white ash, the ground was thick with it, and it seemed as if the landscape they were now on was ripped away from the moon. Most of the mountain was now barren, and the road that winded up it was mostly hidden from the burnt remains of the incredible inferno that he and Rabia had left behind.

      He had been here less than a week ago, riding shotgun as his maniac partner put the pedal of The Shark to the ground and weaved them out from fire to sunset. A week was probably not long enough to feel nostalgic for something, but it was certainly long enough to feel nostalgic for Rabia. The crazy bitch.

      Dozens of white vans, each bearing the IRS shield with key and scale carefully painted on the sides, lay parked in an orderly fashion on the side of the road. Night had fallen, but even in their numbers rules did not allow driving on the road. This was not because there was anyone large enough to challenge them, save for the biggest caravan of land pirates, or the slaver army they intended to face, but because it was past business hours. Though the Enforcers kept watch, the Auditors were off the clock. Even at war, the IRS was still filled with bureaucrats, and the rules that any bureaucrat follows unbending are those that let them off of the clock. This was going to be a very singular war.

      So, with free time now in his hands, Arthur opted to do what he loved the most: paperwork.

      There was much to fill out. The day’s supplies had to be ticked off of the manifest, he had to file a report to his immediate officer signifying that he himself had received a report from him, and he had to preemptively fill out some “Violent Incidents in the Workplace” forms. People were going to die tomorrow, a lot of people. It was best to get a head start on it.

      He had a stack of copies of the form, all of them fresh, crisp, and untouched. He wanted to sit down near one of the camp’s fires, where there was light, and copy down any of his coworkers’ name tags that he could see. The date and time would have to be filled out later, but at least he could preemptively assign “Casualty of war” under “Cause of death.” This would be fun.

      Arthur found himself an open spot with a decent view of his coworkers next to a fire (fires were a luxury you could afford if you had an army to pay for it). This was easily the largest mobilization of Auditors that Arthur had ever seen, and likely the largest since the Second Great Census that had killed his father. It was composed of mostly Enforcers, nearly a hundred, and a couple dozen Auditors. In truth, one or two Auditors would have sufficed for the job . . . of auditing. But they were at war. These Auditors were conscripted soldiers to bulk up their numbers, and they carried their weapons with no confidence or training. There were only two official Auditors for the operation, himself and his new supervisor, Ralph Siemens. Ralph, who wore a new name tag with his brand-new title and a business jacket (that should be Arthur’s business jacket), sighted Arthur sitting near the fire and made his way toward him. Arthur filled out a form with Ralph’s name first.

      There is a social cue that a percent of the polite population either chooses to ignore or is totally ignorant of. Self-isolation is never an attempt at privacy in these people’s eyes. When they see a group of people socializing and being merry, and then see an individual removed from that group sitting alone, but far from depressed or sad, they, for reasons only known to them, take it as an invitation to bother that individual. Sometimes this happens because that person is drunk, or they don’t know any better. Ralph, however, was neither. He definitely knew that Arthur was trying to be alone. He just didn’t seem to care. He just wanted to gloat.

      “Off the clock but always working, eh, old chap?” Ralph asked Arthur, playfully jabbing him in the side with his elbow. Before Arthur could answer, Ralph sat down next to Arthur as if they were friends.

      “Ralph,” Arthur answered, not looking up from his paperwork. He was tempted to write down “stabbed in the back while sleeping” on the form. He was still sifting his feelings about Ralph’s promotion, and much of it was conflicting. It was supposed to be his promotion, but after seeing the coldhearted calculations of their boss, Henry S. Boyd, it was hard to say if he even wanted the promotion. Moving up in the bureau obviously did not guarantee safety as he had previously thought, as Ralph was thrust into the war just as he was. Maybe he was just bitter, bitter at an organization that was unfeeling and cold, and he needed someone human to blame. Ralph was an easy person to blame.

      After a dense silence between them, Arthur spoke up once more. “Congratulations on the promotion, sir.” Ralph smiled as Arthur said that last part.

      “Oh, come on now, don’t call me ‘sir.’ I may be your boss and in charge of you, your future prospects, and everything that you do, but I’m still Ralph,” he said with a chuckle. Ralph’s shoulders deflated, and his hands came together across his knees. He then held them together with an impotent effort and shifted his weight nervously. He turned his gaze toward the fire and, like Arthur, refused to make eye contact. “We are going to war tomorrow, Arthur, can you believe that? War. And here I thought that the promotion would have kept me inside.” His next chuckle had none of the mirth as the first one. “We’ll probably be fine, though, right? I mean, you made it out of there, how bad can it be?”

      Arthur may have nurtured a lifetime worth of loathing for Ralph, but he was not about to lie to a man facing death. “Bad,” Arthur replied. “Worse than bad. The slavers there would probably pull out your teeth because they like the way gums feel on their genitals. The man in charge kept people as living furniture and sat on a throne made of spent bullet shells and spent people. The fact that I am alive is thanks only to a vast amount of high-powered drugs, excessive explosives, and a vast craving for madness. You can make of that however you like.” Arthur gazed straight into the fire. He did not care how wide he had just made Ralph’s eyes.

      “Right,” said Ralph, his hands wringing tighter. “Well, I guess it doesn’t matter if you got the promotion then, huh?” Weeks ago, Arthur may have taken this as a callous remark. He knew better now. Ralph was not gloating. Ralph was scared.

      “No, I guess not,” replied Arthur as he looked on at the frightened face of Ralph. “Not the guarantee of safety we thought it was, right, Ralph?”

      Ralph let out a hollow chuckle as his face spelled worry. “Heh, who wanted safety? I just wanted to boss you around.”

      Bullshit, thought Arthur.

      “So, uh, look, I wanted to talk about something,” Ralph announced to a man who clearly did not want to talk about anything in the first place. “This is hard to admit, especially to you, but I really don’t know what I’m doing here.”

      “No, what?” Arthur replied with little attempt to hide his sarcasm.

      “Seriously. Look, I floated by the best that I could as an Auditor. Most of my audits I—”

      “Faked?” interrupted Arthur.

      “Yeah, how did you know?”

      “I’ve suspected.” This should be a victory, it was a confirmation of what Arthur had always known. Yet, somehow, Arthur felt nothing.

      “I rarely audited the people I was supposed to. Mostly I just scavenged until I thought I had enough to come back. You, though, you’re the real deal, Arthur. You deserved the promotion. I have no idea what I am doing. I was just the most senior person in our level to be around when you were declared dead.”
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