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1

Starting Out



Shortly after beginning his journey, Sam discovered his compass had been smashed, perhaps in the explosion that had blown up the team’s limo and dropped him senseless on top of that lovely girl’s dream machine. Still, he felt he was heading in the right direction, which was slightly northeast and led through the pre-war states of Nevada, Utah, and Colorado. Only 2000 kilometers or 1250 miles give or take to his destination, assuming he wasn’t attacked by crazed Wreckers or gangs on the way. And he knew he damned well could be. Post-nuclear war America was a dangerous wilderness, and he’d need more than a little compass to survive and reach Denver, which was all the way to the Southern Rocky Mountains.

Sam picked some blueberries and raspberries and knelt to drink from a slow-moving stream. He washed his face thoroughly, cleaning it of the dust and dirt accumulated during his painful escape. Hearing a growl, he stiffened and searched the darkness. What was it, a bear? He groped for a rock and waited but heard nothing more. After a few minutes, he crept quietly away.

He walked for hours through the night, heading (he hoped) toward Denver and the secret address he’d been given. Above, a few stars provided just enough light for him to find his way. He tried to locate the Big Dipper and North Star so he could plot his course but clouds kept obtruding, making his task difficult.

A few times he disturbed rabbits and other small animals that bolted away, and toward dawn he found himself on a cracked and pitted highway, part of the country’s broken and disused transportation system. The moon now shone down, highlighting treacherous holes he carefully avoided.

Finally, as the sun began to rise, he sat down on a rock beside the road and gazed westward, back toward the San Francisco Dream Services Center where he had almost lost his life. How far had he come? Thirteen kilometers? Sixteen? Either way, he was so injured and exhausted he doubted he could even get up again. Every part of his body hurt or was somehow wounded. His head—a probable concussion—still throbbed from the explosion, and his arms, legs, and torso were singed by laser fire and scraped raw from crawling through the tunnel, which had seemed to stretch forever. After he’d finally climbed out into the fresh air, he’d almost blacked out again, this time for good.

It had been a very close thing.

Sam managed a bittersweet smile. He had made it, even though his four comrades on the mission hadn’t. With his EMP gun, he had blasted the generator and killed the power. He remembered the pandemonium he had witnessed on just one of the levels beneath the Center. Newly awoken Dreamers had wandered helplessly about, overwhelmed at being returned to reality. Because of him, half a million souls would have to say goodbye to their wonderful, electrochemically-induced dreams and adjust to being Wakers, just as he had.

Was it right to awaken them? Sam nodded to himself and rubbed his aching neck. Yes, it was. After prolonged, torturous soul-searching, he had finally decided that reality was preferable to dreams, no matter how beautiful and fulfilling the dreams might be. He had found that decision to be liberating, as if he’d been reborn.

Now, Sam thought, he must continue on to help those in Denver to disrupt dream services in that city or anywhere else, must save other sleepers from the deadly addiction of dreams which denied life itself. He had committed himself to a worldwide revolution, a movement that those in power would do anything to crush.

Something moved in the distance. He rubbed his eyes. The light was still dim and he had probably imagined it. No, there it was again, far back down the road he had come. It looked like…a man. And he was walking directly toward him.

Sam staggered up, instantly alert. He had no gun or other weapon, and was in no condition to defend himself. Glancing about, he saw only thin stands of trees on both sides of the road. They offered few places to hide.

He squinted, trying to see better, to make out if the man was big or small. Whoever he was, he was probably harmless. Yes, the odds favored it. But the only times he had ever been a good gambler were in the Center’s dreams, when he had been a Western gunslinger or a secret agent. With his luck, the person had deliberately stalked him all the way from the Center to kill him for what he had done. It could be vengeance, plain and simple.

But vengeance made no sense and was completely implausible. How could anyone have tracked him all this way in the dark? And with all the panic and confusion, how could they have picked up his trail in the first place? Yet he had no doubt it was so and cursed himself for not moving into the trees immediately. He started to do so but at that moment the ripening sunlight touched the figure more clearly, revealing something familiar.

No, it couldn’t be. But Sam stood watching as the man grew closer and closer and finally halted a few steps away. Sam stared in amazement.

“You!” he barely managed to say.
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Soldier’s Friend



“Hello, Sam,” the other said. “I’m surprised you’re still alive.”

Sam struggled to reply. “I might say the same to you. After all, you planned to sacrifice your life to buy us time, at least I thought you did.”

Alan Webster, a pol who wanted only to be a soldier, permitted himself a slight smile. “I thought I did too. I held them off as long as I could, but then they broke down the door and came pouring in.”

“So how are you still alive? There isn’t a scratch on you.” Sam stepped back to give Webster a closer look and in the fresh dawn light saw what he’d missed before. The man’s uniform was ripped and spattered with blood.

Webster gazed down at his ruined uniform with obvious displeasure. “They kept coming in, one after the other. I got three of them, then four, then a big one named Stevens I sometimes practiced drills with rushed right at me. I raked his belly with my laser and he collapsed right on top of me, gushing blood. I just lay there half senseless. The others must have thought we were both dead because they broke open the door and summoned the elevator.”

If Webster felt any regret for killing his fellow soldiers, Sam couldn’t see it. Well, that fit what he knew of the man. When it came to committing himself to a mission, Webster would be in all the way.

“So you escaped being killed,” Sam said. “But how did you find me? Dreamworld is such a huge place, and there were all those crazed people.”

Webster fingered a hole in his sleeve. “Let’s just say I know the place. I used another way to reach the floor, a set of stairs behind a storage room.” He laughed softly. “I reached Dreamland just as the shit hit the fan. I joined some pols and ran toward the generator, saw Diana stop in no man’s land and shoot up at it. An EMP gun, right?”

Sam nodded. “Yeah, we wanted to shut down the power, not people. And Diana…” He stopped.

Webster nodded. “I saw. It’s too bad. I liked her.” He reached out and touched Sam’s shoulder. “Anyway, I saw you were the only one left and reached the area just as you took out the generator in a shower of sparks. What a great shot! I lost you then, but I knew the direction you were heading and left the Center by one of the west exits.”

“Yeah, so did I,” Sam said. “But it was a long, underground tunnel. I almost got buried.” He swayed on his feet. “And you managed to track me. What are you, a bloodhound?”

“I’ve had extensive training,” Webster said with some pride. “It took hours, but finally I found traces of blood and some footsteps. The rest is history.”

The rest is history. His solemn benefactor actually had a sense of humor. “Alan,” Sam said, “I know you had your reasons for helping me, but why did you follow me? Your obligation stopped at the Center.”

Webster rubbed his large nose. “When I lost you, I decided to toss in the towel. Then I met someone who changed my mind.”

“Who?”

“My sister.”

His sister? Oh yes, she had exercised her option two years earlier and been interfaced, packed off forever to the realm of dreams.

Sam sank back down on the rock. “Let me guess. She didn’t even recognize you.”

“No, it was even worse. Beth did recognize me.”

“She did?”

“Yes, she recognized me at once and didn’t care. All she wanted was to go back to sleep. She grabbed me and demanded that I help her. When I told her I couldn’t, she shoved me away like a piece of trash. I watched her go and she didn’t look back even once.” His face hardened. “That’s why I renewed my pledge to your cause and followed you. Because those damned machines take away everything, even a sister’s love.”

“Yes, they do,” Sam said. “They take away everything.”

Webster’s gaze searched his. “When you woke up, it must have been hell.” He chewed his lip. “You woke up to a nightmare, didn’t you? And it was the worst kind because you knew you could never leave it.”

Sam started to rise but Webster pushed him back down. “Here, what do you think you’re doing? Your whole body’s banged up and you need to rest.”

“Can’t rest. I’ve…got to move on,” Sam said. “I have a long way to go.”

“Where do you think you’re going, Sam?” Webster snapped his fingers. “Wait, Tex said he’d see you in Denver. Is that right?”

“Yeah, the Mile High City.”

“Aw hell,” Webster said. “Denver’s nearly halfway across the country.”

“Just about. But it’s where the action is,” Sam said.

Webster stared at him. “You’re going to blow another generator?”

Sam shrugged. “It’s up to those in charge of the Resistance. Whatever they want to do, I want to be part of it.”

Webster walked a few steps away, skirting a pothole. When he returned, he looked resolute. “Then I want to be a part of it, too.”

Sam was only a little surprised. “Just like that, because of your sister?”

“Yes, my sister. And because of the women they impregnate while they sleep. But even more, because of you.”

Webster had said the same back at the Center. “I have to move on,” Sam said, feeling a sudden sense of urgency, a premonition of danger if he stayed put. “Someone else might come after me any minute, maybe soldiers like you.”

Webster gazed back down the road. “Unlikely. When I left there was only panic and confusion. People were screaming and running aimlessly around.” He turned back. “The smart thing to do is find a hidey-hole and cover it with brush, then rest during the day.” He ran his gaze over Sam’s body. “You could use it and we’d be less likely to be spotted.”

Sam shook his head. “Like I said, I have to move on. Besides, I’d only stiffen up.”

Webster rubbed his chin, then removed a tube from his breast pocket. He tipped out a small pill and held it out.

“What’s that?” Sam asked.

“Soldier’s Friend. Something to pep you up, at least for a while.”

Sam reached out and took it. He hesitated, remembering the kill-pill that Lincoln had swallowed to avoid telling what he knew to Foster. But Webster could be trusted. He swallowed the pill with difficulty. “How long will it take?”

Webster smiled. “You’ll know.”
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Webster was right. When the pill took effect, Sam knew instantly. His body flooded with new energy and he wanted to get cracking on his quest. Go East, Young Man! Maybe he’d burn out like a used candle in a few hours, but for now he felt fully restored. Flexing his body, he felt only distant echoes of the wounds he’d sustained.

Webster consulted a map in his phone. “It might be better if we retraced our steps a bit and hopped onto the bridge so we can cross the bay.”

The San Francisco-Oakland Bay Bridge. “I considered that,” Sam said. “It’s a direct route, but it’s in plain sight.”

“No one will be watching,” Webster replied. “Everything’s in chaos right now. Besides, they probably think they got all the conspirators.”

Yes, that made sense. After debating with himself, Sam agreed. They went back several kilometers, watching for soldiers all the way. Around ten in the morning, they slipped onto old Interstate 80 and headed east again.

The old western section of the bridge was a double suspension affair with two decks. Westward traffic was above, eastward traffic below. The bridge ran northeast three and a half kilometers to Yerba Buena Island which it tunneled through before becoming the eastern span. Total distance to the Oakland side was twice as long.

Either way, it was a long stretch for Sam to walk, especially since the effect of the Soldier’s Friend was beginning to wane by the time he reached the bridge. Traffic was sparse. Few people drove these days because few had functioning cars. Sam saw two electric hybrids heading west. They were the kind that might make two hundred kilometers with a good charge.

Fortunately, a car came their way and Webster moved into the road and flagged it down with his hands. When the car stopped, he went to the driver.

“Can you give us a ride across the Bay? We’d appreciate it.”

The driver, an old, grizzled sort, looked Webster up and down. “I’d be proud to, soldier.”

Wow, a patriot. And Sam knew they’d be far less conspicuous inside a car than by traveling on foot. When Webster waved to Sam, he got quickly into the back seat while Webster slipped into the front.

The driver started the car up and they proceeded on.

“Thanks for the ride, Mister,” Webster said.

“You’re welcome.” Their chauffeur puffed out his bewhiskered cheeks. “Terrible what happened at the Center yesterday. Heard they killed the power and woke everyone up. Killed some folks, too.” He glanced at Webster. “Say, you’re in the army. Why aren’t you there?”

A damned good question. What would Webster say? Sam listened anxiously.

Webster held up a bloody sleeve. “As you can see, I was there. Got knocked around pretty bad and my CO told me to go home across the bay and take my cousin with me.”

What an answer! Sam was impressed at Webster’s glib excuse. Did it make sense, though? Sam slid sideways to catch the man’s expression.

“Yeah, I know what you mean,” their driver said. “All those dreamin’ bodies, though. Not quite alive, not quite dead.” He shook his head. “What a waste.”

Sam leaned forward in the back seat, seeing a bobblehead perched on the dash. It looked just like the driver, old and unshaven. “Mister, I take it you don’t approve of Dream Centers.”

“Huh!” The man slapped the wheel.

Webster followed it up. “You never exercised your option?”

A gruff laugh. “Didn’t have time. I was too busy lookin’ after all my little nieces and nephews. By the time my nest was empty, I was forty-five.” He slapped the wheel again. “Naw, I got a good life. Make my own mash and hunt with my dog Boone. Life is good, better than that fake entertainment they feed ’em.”

The conversation lagged and Sam closed his eyes, thinking again of the people he had lost. Besides Trina, whom he had been forced to kill, there were all those in the team. Most of all, there was Diana, with whom he had reached an understanding only at the last moment. Regret roiled inside him. If only he’d had more time to get to know them. It had all happened so fast.

Forget about it. The past is gone, think about now. Leaning back, Sam looked up and noticed for the first time that the car had a sunroof. It was only half a meter wide and long, but through it he could plainly see the grimy underbelly of the second deck which brought traffic toward San Francisco. He could hear no cars now, though. The bridge had been damaged so badly in the war and repaired so poorly, that people went far out of their way to avoid it. While the bridge didn’t have a center section missing like the Golden Gate Bridge, in other areas it was in even sorrier condition. The five lanes had been reduced to two, and those in use were pitted and cracked. From personal experience, he knew how rough a ride they offered. They could shake the fillings out of your teeth if you weren’t careful.

It wasn’t shaking them out now, though. With a grin, Sam realized how smooth the ride was. No wonder the bobblehead didn’t bobble.

He leaned over the front seat. “Mr.…”

“Boone,” their driver said. “Jus’ call me Boone.”

“Boone?” Sam searched his memory. “Isn’t that your dog’s name?”

“Yep. Named my hound after me.” He grinned, revealing several gaps between his teeth. “Only son I’ll ever have.”

The man had named his mutt after himself. Sam glanced at Webster, who was trying not to laugh.

“That’s interesting,” Sam said. He gazed at the still bobblehead. “Anyway, what I was going to say was that your car sure rides smoothly. I can hardly feel the road.”

Boone grinned. “Great shocks, tooled them myself. And the wheels are heavy duty.”

Sam and Webster made suitably appreciative sounds. Boone, though, wasn’t convinced.

“I know what you’re both thinkin’. That this crate is slow as a slug and just like all the others you see chuggin’ along with no fuckin’ power. But it ain’t so.” Shifting the car into the right lane, he sped up and pointed at the front hood. “Four hundred ten cubic inches, six hundred hp V12. Aw, I could go on and on. I spent years buildin’ this baby, something you could never get in a dream.” He patted the wheel. “She’s one hell of a sleepin’ beauty,” he said.

And you are one hell of a good old boy, Sam thought. “I believe you,” he said. Winking at Webster, Sam settled back.

The ride went well. Steel girders on the sides gave way to dark walls as they entered the tunnel through the island. Only a few lights shone here so it was hard to see. Leaving the tunnel, the road curved before straightening out. Sam saw a faded sign on a girder that read Coca-Cola and wondered what it was.

“Hey,” Boone said, “what are those folks doin’ there?”

Sam squinted. Even at a distance, he could see half a dozen people lined up across the road on the Oakland side. They looked like soldiers and some held rifles.

It was a roadblock.
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No Way Out



They were trapped, plain and simple. There was no way out.

But Sam refused to accept that. Like Webster, he glanced back down the tunnel, wondering if they could slip out and return. No good, they would be noticed. Besides, there was another problem.

A car—no, some kind of armored truck—was coming their way fast. They were caught between the roadblock and the truck!

Sam glanced at Webster, saw a shared understanding. In turn, Boone cursed, eyeing his rearview mirror. “What’s that yahoo doin’? He’ll smack us if he don’t slow down.”

I’ve got to make up something fast, Sam thought. There was no doubt that this squeeze operation was intended to catch or kill any saboteurs who tried to slip through. And he knew they’d ID him on sight, as they would Webster.

Fifty meters away, a pol left the blockade and started toward them. He was carrying a rifle.

Sam fingered the laser Webster had given him. Maybe they could shoot their way out. But even if they could, they’d need Boone’s cooperation, wouldn’t they? Unless they pushed Boone’s hefty hide out of the car, not an easy task, he was the one who had to drive it.

Boone’s cooperation. An idea raised its unformed head and Sam grabbed at it.

“Looks like Wreckers to me,” he said. He signaled Webster with his eyes.

“Yeah, you’re right,” Webster said. “Some of them go mad after they wake up, can’t adjust to reality. So…”

“So they cause trouble,” Sam filled in. “And right now, it looks like they want Boone’s car.”

“WHAT?” Boone stomped on the brake, bringing them to a complete stop. On the dash, the bobblehead bobbed its head.

“That’s right,” Webster affirmed. “In my line of duty, I’ve seen a lot of Wreckers seize vehicles and kill their drivers just for fun.”

“They tried that with a fella I know,” Boone said. “Almost killed him.” He thumped the wheel. “Well, they ain’t gonna do that to me.”

Sam and Webster traded glances. “We better hunker down,” Webster said, “so we don’t get hit.”

“Don’t worry about that,” Boone said. He poked a thick finger at the windshield. “It’s bulletproof and laser-resistant. Made it myself.”

The rifleman marched cautiously toward them, only thirty meters away now. His mouth opened as Boone gunned the engine and shot forward. Sam was slammed back against the seat and saw the pol yelp. He barely jumped out of the way in time.

One thing is sure, Sam thought as Boone’s car raced toward the roadblock. This is one hell of a car.

The pols in the roadblock shouted at them to stop, then opened fire before scurrying for cover. Sam bent down as they hit the barriers full tilt, smashing them into the air. A red STOP sign came down on the hood and flipped away. The car itself bounced once and continued on as a few bullets and laser beams struck it from behind without apparent effect.

Boone’s bobblehead, none the worse for wear, came down in Sam’s lap. He brushed it aside.

A man appeared in the road ahead. Unlike the other pols, he did not run but pulled a gun from his holster and spread his legs in a shooter’s stance. Holding the weapon in one hand with his other cupped beneath it for support, he aimed directly at them.

Surely Boone will stop now, Sam thought. He won’t risk it. He won’t go that far.

The man squeezed the trigger and pelted their windshield with multiple shots in quick succession. An efficient projectile weapon but their windshield remained intact. He continued to fire as Boone’s car raced toward him. Surely the man would dart to the side like the others and save himself. But to Sam’s surprise, he reached in his jacket and pulled out another gun. The man was just beginning to raise it when Boone’s custom-engineered vehicle hit him.

Maybe the other pols had escaped serious injury except for a cracked leg or two, but this man was not so fortunate. Sam heard a loud thud and the man exploded upward in a shower of blood. The car rocked just a little. Sam couldn’t be sure, but he thought the pol came down behind them in separate parts.

“Everyone all right?” Boone barked as he continued to floor the accelerator.

Sam and Webster managed to grunt assent. “Fine,” Boone said. “Everything’s shipshape.” He eyed the rearview mirror and sneered. “That lead bucket’s still chasin’ us but ain’t got a chance in hell.”

“What are you going to do?” Webster asked.

Boone licked his lips, clearly relishing the situation. “Let’s see now,” he said. “If we stay in the open, it will be easy to follow us. Oakland’s still a large city. Seems to me it would be a good place to lose ourselves in for a while and lie low. Later, we can travel at night with our lights off. Plus, this baby’s got shielding from thermal IR heat detection so satellites will find it hard to track us.”

Travel at night? Shielding from thermal IR heat detection? Sam saw Webster’s eyes widen in surprise, a reaction he shared. “You don’t believe they’re Wreckers, do you?”

Boone rolled down his window and inhaled the air. “I did at first, long enough to get involved. Then I started thinkin’. These folks are too organized and persistent.” He gave them both a shrewd glance. “You two helped to shut down the Center and wake everybody up.”

It wasn’t a question, and Sam didn’t hear a hint of accusation. Yet Webster challenged him: “What if we did?”

“Well, good. I told you before I hated the whole idea of dreamin’ your life away in someone else’s fake reality. In my book, anyone who tries to stop that is aces.”

Webster leaned toward Boone. “You mean you’ll help us?”

“Ay-uh, as far as you’re going.”

“We’re going all the way to Denver,” Sam said.

“Denver, Colorado?” Boone whooped in surprise. “Always wanted to see that place. The Broncos used to play there.”

“Broncos. You mean horses?” Webster said.

“No, the Broncos were a football team,” Sam said, and in his mind he shouted, “Hut 1, Hut 2, Hut 3!” and dropped back with the football in his hand, looking for a receiver down the field. An opposing linesman drove through their defense and came at him, determined to stop him before he could throw…

The scene vanished and Sam was again in the back seat of Boone’s car, heading toward Oakland. But the experience had seemed so real. He could still feel the weight and texture of the football in his hands and hear the roar of the crowd. Had his illusion been from another dream series that he had forgotten? He remembered Diana saying that multiple dream series were implanted, not just those the “client” requested.

He tried to shake it off and process Boone’s behavior. Their driver’s abrupt recruitment to their cause didn’t quite make sense. Sam traded another glance with Webster. “What about your dog?” he asked.

“Boone? What about him?”

“Well, if you don’t return soon, who’s going to feed and look after him?”

Boone snorted. “Boone’s a big boy. He can damn well shift for himself.”
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A hundred years ago, the port of Oakland had been one of the busiest in America. Barges and cargo ships had visited often, along with cruise ships. Now, except for a few small fishing boats, commerce was essentially dead. Sam knew it was a national problem, one that President Washington and his administration were trying to correct.

Boone entered the city and took a circuitous route deeper and deeper into it, turning around corners and weaving between buildings. They passed a Church of Divine Dreams. Its front doors featured two closed eyes with long eyelashes. More than once, he and Webster exchanged looks. Was all this necessary? Would they really be safer and harder to find in the city?

“You have to be careful,” Boone said. “In a city, some places are safe, others will get your throat slit. You have to know.”

Sam glanced at a locked and gated pawnshop. Even as they passed, he could see the cobwebs.

“And you know?” he asked Boone.

Boone bobbed his head. “Yes, I know. Every city is a different woman. Some promise you love, and some make you pay for it. I am wise in the way of cities.”

Boone’s speech seemed to have changed, as if he had donned a different personality. Sam tried to puzzle it out but his whole body hurt and he was groggy with fatigue. He nodded off and woke up a few minutes later as Boone braked before an old garage. Sam noticed they were in a shabby, rundown area where no reputable business had operated recently.

Boone pointed toward the doors. “I don’t trust electro locks in this city. Too many slick hackers. So, I ’specially designed this baby, tooled it myself.”

Boone hopped out of the car and went to the garage’s doors. Whistling, he worked at a combination lock.

“First the car, now this,” Webster said. “Is there anything he doesn’t ’specially design’?”

Good question. Sam watched Boone remove the lock and swing the garage doors wide. Chuckling, he returned with the lock and drove them inside. Then he hopped out again, locked the doors from the inside, and flicked on the light.

No way out, Sam thought. Boone locked us in and only he knows the combination. Though the light was poor, he could see there were no doors or windows. Webster himself looked tense, like an animal that suddenly smells a predator.

Boone went to the back wall and opened something, then bent over it. Webster slipped over to Sam and spoke softly. “Don’t you think it’s a little convenient that he came by when he did and gave us a lift?”

“Been thinking the same thing,” Sam said. “And he gave up everything, even his dog, to take us all the way to Denver.”

They drew their weapons and crept across the cracked concrete toward Boone, who was muttering to himself over some kind of massive trunk. His head was deep inside it and his fat backside bounced as he searched.

Something ran across Sam’s arm, something with a lot of legs. A spider. He raised his hand and flicked it off.

Webster: “He claims he hates Dream Centers.”

Sam: “And makes up his mind to help us on the spot!”

“Then rams right through that roadblock. Could have killed somebody.”

“Shit, Alan, he did kill that pol. Smashed him to pieces.”

Webster leaned toward him. “Sam, what does Boone want? Why’d he run that man down and bring us here, then lock us in? We could be halfway to Denver by now.”

It was an exaggeration, but Webster’s words fueled an awful realization. “I should never have mentioned where we were going,” Sam said. “We’d just met the guy and didn’t even know him.” He remembered his cat-and-mouse Secret Agent dreams. Seth Lance, who had always been so calculating, would be totally ashamed of him. “What a devious bastard,” Sam murmured. “Maybe Boone’s an agent assigned to track the Resistance all the way to the top and to hell with the consequences.”

“Too implausible,” Webster said. “How’d he even know we’d be there?”

Sam shrugged. For the first time, he realized he cared about Webster. It was like Alan was the younger brother he’d never had.

“The bridge is a direct escape to the Bay side,” Sam said.

“Yeah, but how did Boone know we had something to do with shutting down the generator?”

Yes, how did he? Sam recalled Boone’s matter-of-fact words: You two helped to shut down the Center and wake everybody up.

“Shit. Where the fuck is it?” Boone swore and delved deeper into the trunk. What was the man doing? What was he looking for? Sam considered shooting him, but the only thing he could see was the man’s ass. And if he did shoot him, all he’d have would be a fat corpse in a locked garage.

Besides, what if he was wrong? Sam was exhausted and probably not thinking clearly. His logic might be shaky. Could he really shoot a man based only on suspicion?

Webster, though, was more resolute. He stepped forward and pointed his laser at Boone’s back. As he did, Boone rose and slowly turned, his hands held out to them.

“Boys,” he said, “look what I’ve got for you!”
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A moment later, Boone’s eyes flared in alarm as he noticed their guns. In turn, they stared at what he held in both hands.

Bottles of whiskey.

“Whiskey?” Sam said, and Boone chortled like a happy boy. “You got that right, partner. It’s gen-u-wine California whiskey. But you can call it anything you like. White lightning, bathtub gin, mountain dew, good old John Barleycorn, Dutch courage, firewater, or plain old hooch or busthead. However you spell it, it comes down to homemade brew cured and aged for a whole week in my very own backyard still. Don’t light a match near it or the whole place will go sky-high.”

The torrent of words stunned them both. Sam responded first. “What’s it for?”

“What’s it for? Put your hardware away and I’ll tell you.”

Sam shook his gun. “Answer my question. What’s the whiskey for?”

Boone laughed. “Why, to celebrate of course.”

“Celebrate what?”

“Why, the blowin’ of the damned generator. You two fellas had something to do with that, didn’t ya?”

Webster stepped toward him. “Mister, you better explain something fast, or I’ll shoot. Who are you really?”

“Oh, I don’t think you’ll shoot, Soldier Boy. If you were going to plug me, you would have done it by now.”

Sam said, “Cut the bull. Who the hell are you and what’s your game?”

Boone sobered. “Okay, I see now I should have prepared you better.”

“You’ve got that right,” Webster said. “There are things here that don’t add up. You showed up too conveniently and were all too happy to escort us clear across country.”

“And you’re a little too good at fixing things,” Sam added. “Your super-fast car with bullet-and laser-proof windows, the customized lock to this garage, and now the homemade moonshine all ready for a celebration.”

“Of course I’m good,” Boone said. “I have a knack for fixin’ things.” He paused. “Just as I fixed the backup generator so it would be offline for forty minutes after your team shut down the main one.”

Forty minutes. That was how long Paul Ross had said their anonymous cohort would keep the reserve generator from functioning. Stunned, Sam stared long and hard at Boone.

“You’re the ninth member of our team? The one Paul called the ‘Sleeper’?”

Boone bowed. “Indeed I am, and though the delay was exactly what I calculated, I apologize for the abysmal condition of your escape tunnel. Before I left, I heard half of it collapsed.”

“Your language has collapsed too,” Webster said. “Sometimes you talk like an illiterate, sometimes like a professor.”

“A thousand pardons,” Boone said. “It’s my weakness. I got tired playing the role of a mechanic for twenty years. I’m afraid I got a little careless.”

“To hell with that,” Sam said. He still felt overwhelmed by Boone’s revelation. “Why were you on Interstate 80 in the first place?”

“And why didn’t you tell us at once who you were?” Webster tossed in.

“First things first.” Boone waved the two bottles. “May I put these down?”

“Go ahead,” Sam said.

“And can we share a drink first?”

“Don’t push it,” Sam said. “Answer our questions!”

A deep sigh. “As for the first one, Paul Ross asked me to keep a lookout in the unlikely event that any of you escaped the Center. If I was lucky enough to spot someone, I was to provide whatever assistance I could.” He shrugged. “On a hunch I staked out Interstate 80. I’d about given up when I detected Sam through my binoculars.”

Sam glanced at Webster. By mutual consent, they lowered their weapons.

Boone continued. “As to why I didn’t tell you at once, please note that I said I spotted you, Sam. I had no idea who the other fellow was, except he was a pol from the Center. Why you were with a police officer, I had no idea. When I picked you up, he said you were his cousin and he was taking you home with him across the bay. What was I to think? Until I knew for sure what the situation was, I was reluctant to tip my hand. But I was about to tell you everything.”

Webster held out his hand. “My name’s Alan Webster, and I’m now part of Sam’s team. I joined their operation because I believe in what he’s doing.”

Boone shook Webster’s hand, and Sam shook Boone’s. Amenities completed, Boone raised the bottles again. “Let’s pop a cork and join in good cheer. I placed these bottles here on the very slim chance I was able to assist any of you. I’m glad to say that miracle happened.”

“We don’t have time for this,” Sam said. His skin crawled from being trapped here in another man’s power. “We should be back on the road, getting as far from here as fast as possible. Driving lickety split. Heading east.”

“I don’t recommend it,” Boone said. “They’ll be watching the roads.”

“How?” Webster said.

Boone’s gaze rose toward the ceiling. “Satellite monitoring, plus local radar. Take it from me, I’ve seen the system. It’s very efficient. They can fire armor-piercing rounds from space that would blast my car to pieces.” He twirled his fingers. “If we had snuck out fast without being detected we might have made a run for it. Now, it’s better just to lie low, close to home for a few days. Later, we can sneak out at night.”

Sam said, “They’ll check the city, ask around.”

“I wouldn’t worry about being reported. Folks ’round here hate the Government and didn’t see anything.”

Boone turned toward the trunk. “Besides all that, you need to rest. I stored some things you might need, like a first aid kit.”

“I could use some patching up,” Sam said.

Boone eyed Sam’s body. “That’s another reason I brought you here instead of driving on. You need some fixin’.”

Sam remembered crashing down on the young woman’s Cerebral Interface Unit and losing consciousness. “I may have a concussion.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised. In which case, sleep and rest is just what the doctor ordered—after I patch you up of course.” Boone passed one bottle to Webster and worked on the cork for the other. “First, though, let’s share a libation to celebrate and remember our brave comrades who are no longer with us.”
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They shared a libation and then another, sitting on folding chairs Boone had pulled as if by magic from the trunk. By the third glass of Boone’s strong but smooth busthead, Sam felt almost mellow. Reminiscing about the comrades they’d lost made the three of them laugh and wipe tears from their eyes.

“I really liked Paul Ross,” Boone said. “He was a strong leader.” He winked. “And he fancied the femmes, too.”

Including Diana. Sam found he could actually chuckle at the memory. Yes, Paul had had good taste.

“I miss Tex,” he said. “The guy was an anachronism, belonged in the Wild West.” He remembered Tex flipping his cowboy hat across the room before they attacked the generator.

“That’s fine,” Webster said, “but I’m concerned about the living. They must have identified all of us on the bridge.”

“They’ll be after us, all right,” Boone said. He pointed at Sam. “Now let’s talk about you. You not only killed the Director of the Center, but you took out the generator as well. You were the last one alive, and you aimed at that tiny target above you like you were the calmest person in the world.”

“It was a lucky shot,” Sam said. And I wasn’t calm.

“Was it?” Boone studied him. “I’m not so sure.”

Embarrassed, Sam finished his drink. “As I said, I was lucky.”

Boone snorted. “The primary trait of most heroes is their modesty. Their inability to see what they are.”
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After his third drink, Sam wanted to lie down and sleep for a hundred years. Boone advised against it. “You need to take a shower and get clean,” he said. “But don’t scrub too hard or you’ll tear your scabs off.”

Shower? Sam looked around. “There’s no shower. Unless you perform a magic trick.”

“Gladly.” Boone beckoned. “General Webster, if you would assist me.”

They all went to Boone’s trunk, which turned out to be massive, ornately carved, and made of beautiful old wood. Boone told Webster to stand beside him and push the trunk on the count of three. “One, two, three!”

The two men’s arms and chests strained. Sam knew their effort would fail. The trunk was obviously too big and heavy.

But he was wrong. With one push, the trunk slid across the floor, revealing a large hole in the concrete with stairs leading down. Webster grunted in surprise.

“Behold,” Boone said. “There’s your magic. Just climb down the portal and you’ll find a fully operational shower with other bathroom facilities.”

Sam went to the hole and stared down it. The stairs looked steep, and thanks partly to the three drinks he’d had, he was unsteady.

“Here, let me help you,” Webster said.

“Thanks.” With Webster’s support, Sam took a first, exploratory step down. Another step. Well and good, though he barely felt the stair. With the next step, he found he could grip the floor on both sides.

Soon, Sam was safely down. He found the shower stall, a rugged concrete affair. Removing his ruined clothes, he stepped inside and turned on the shower.

Oh God, hot water! He adjusted the spigots, picked up a bar of soap, and washed himself, careful not to tear his scabs off. He had other problems too, black and blue bruising and a whole strip of missing skin.

The shower felt wonderful and he left it reluctantly. He patted himself down with a towel then wrapped it around himself before carefully climbing the stairs.

Boone greeted him. “You look like a new man.”

Another surprise awaited Sam. A pallet and pillow had been laid out on the floor. “It’s the only bed in the house,” Boone said. “And it’s got your name on it.”

Sam spread his arms. “Have I told you lately how grateful I am for everything?”

“Wait till you see your new clothes, the only ones I have left. You won’t feel so grateful then.”

Boone had him lie down on the pallet so he could examine his injuries. “Much better,” he concluded. “You look almost human, though it’s going to take a while to heal.”

He opened a jar of ointment and spread it over Sam’s wounds. Sam felt warmth seep into him, making the pain recede.

“Just a little shot to help it along,” Boone said. Sam barely felt the needle slip into his arm. Somewhere a vent clicked and air hissed. Then the hiss became Diana’s voice.

You can do it, Sam, she said.

Sam grunted and closed his eyes.
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He slept around the clock without a dream in his head. When he woke, his two companions were dining at a foldout table. Seeing some briefs placed on his bed, Sam pulled them on and rose.

Boone saluted him. “Hail the conquering hero. How are you feeling today?”

Sam approached, flexing his limbs to see if they still worked. Another surprise: they did. In fact, he felt almost normal.

“What did you inject me with?” he asked.

“Magic juice,” Boone said. He waved at the table. “Jump right in.”

For the first time, Sam noticed what the fare was: steak, mashed potatoes, and green beans. Plus mugs of cold beer.

He sat down. “How is this
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