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            Old Friends in Low Places

          

        

      

    

    
      In situations where the difference between life and death comes down to clockwork, a man carries many things, and not all of them escape nuance. Some, like love or regret, are merely proven habits, toiling as long as their practitioners draw breath. Others are instinctual—a sixth sense that can’t be taught. Common sense is not common, a wise man once said. That gift of knowing is something even fewer are born with. When all odds are stacked in a specific manner, the alarm bells of foresight play judge, jury, and executioner.

      Deckard had only been back in Technikron one day, but knew these little feelings, floating beneath composure’s surface, rarely marked a good start. Some situations began peacefully, only to devolve into debauchery anyway. His more recent adventures throughout the desert beyond Technikron had proven that. More often than not, open threats are apparent from the moment you arrive. One situation is not unlike another, and all the foolish boys of their heyday who became too comfortable with any kind of difference were long gone.

      Shadows danced alongside the warehouse no self-respecting criminal would dare think he could hide from the long arm of the law. Creaking joists drowned out chatter from its occupants who occasionally allowed their voices to rise above inconspicuous volumes. Passersby kept their eyes to the brown dirt as they avoided Deckard at an uncomfortable distance. The rows of tin buildings with crooked roofs sat beneath the outline of a giant, jagged stalactite pointed down from the city’s surface level. The carved-out cavern where the city’s impoverished subterranean plate was housed on a suspended metal plate had no egress points any of its citizens could lawfully access. Its population of beggars, criminals, and bystanders between them lived in collective degeneracy, left to kill or be killed between merchants hocking wares from wooden stalls—each hoping today wasn’t the day that the infamous Black Adder descended on their business for a shakedown. The bodies were eventually dragged away and tossed over the plate’s side, plunging to the planet’s core far below. 

      No two-bit criminal kingpin with half a brain would mistake the warehouse nestled in a back alley, away from the boisterous and chaotic main roads that threaded the Lower Level’s eight districts, for a respectable hideout.

      Expecting Eris O’Connell to resemble anything conventional would be the first mistake Deckard made today. The light from the Lower Level’s powered lamps was all that kept this part of the city from complete darkness, but the slants of rooftops all colliding at opposite angles cast the area in long shadows. Zone Four was likely the last place Deckard Kimble would choose to visit first after a long absence from the sprawling metropolis. He had only ever seen the surface briefly, where the rich and nobles dwelled. Most people born down here, with its gray, hazardous air and low odds of survival, never saw it at all. 

      After years in the open wilderness, the dilapidated warehouse Deckard had been sent to investigate was done few favors by its surrounding areas. The backstreet was mostly quiet—something that might change if he actually found his target within. It was that sense of knowing—the pings of alarm inside his head—that evoked a wise man who once told Deckard it  was his unique gift, and prepared him for the worst. Even with the rare, trusty revolver holstered on his left hip and their history, Deckard Kimble was intuitively aware Eris was inherently a walking wild card, and getting in would be easier than getting out.

      Pushing open a heavyset green door to the forsaken, single-level building, Deckard stepped inside. The warehouse was empty with low overhead; he had always been tall, and knocked his head on a beam just beyond the frame, requiring him to duck the rest of the way. His leather jacket concealed the Teissec’s holster handcrafted in the desert village of Bridlegate; suede boots outsourced in Fonswen Province completed the ensemble. All were at least a week’s journey from this wreck of forgotten industry, and he had passed Bridlegate on his return here, returning from a little villa called Seicide by the Yellow Sea—a name now synonomous with pain, death, and hair-trigger impulse, erupting Deckard’s confidence this operation would succeed.

      The bearded man intruding on the quiet wasn’t met by anyone to rebuke his entrance. Glare danced with coats of darkness; dust crawled along the floorboards, rising wherever he stepped foot. His cropped hair stuck with sweat dripping from his scalp, and Deckard wondered if he’d been fed bad information.

      Of all the places in the world he never planned on returning to, Technikron ranked at the top. The city was mostly unchanged; from the moment he had passed through Bridlegate, the road only led one way.

      After Seicide, there was no turning back.

      Oswald told me he would be here. Not even the rats thought twice about entering through cracks in the warehouse where Deckard’s old mentor had pointed him. Sinking in disappointment, his attention turned beyond its four sagging walls. A single table’s contents varied between usefulness and pointlessness, which was exactly what Deckard expected of Eris O’Connell. Memories of the man were intact, despite nostalgia’s tendency to drag the enigmas of youthful accomplices into caricatures of themselves. Eris had always been a hard face to put complete pictures to.

      “Well, look what the cat dragged in!”

      The voice from the corner, startling Deckard, was familiar enough to recognize, and enough to draw his Teissec from its holster. The barrel aimed for the source, who Deckard couldn’t see, but quickly identified.

      “Won’t lie,” the newcomer said. “Didn’t expect your pretty face to come around again, old Deck.”

      Deckard’s trigger-finger tensed at the figure stepping out from his cone of obscurity. The face was still washed by the crevices, but familiar in shape. A dark mane spread from ear-to-ear, held up by wide-set dimples beneath a black pork-pie hat. A purple button-up shirt’s tails hung untucked beneath a brown, silken vest.

      “Eris.”

      “Color me surprised, chum. The great Deckard Kimble, honoring us with his presence after all these years? Never thought I’d see the day.” Eris stepped further into the glare dividing them. “Heard you were down in Seicide. Not enough of a whore to stay in the brothel, old Deck?”

      “I was forced to leave,” Deckard said, keeping the weapon trained on Eris, whose manic glee was ever-apparent if it meant violence wasn’t far away.

      “Right. Might’ve heard something about that. Was the Raid, wasn’t it?”

      “Something like that. Just us?”

      “For now. That can always change. If you’re looking for a square dance, old friend, it can certainly be arranged.”

      Deckard lowered his arm, considering recourse before holstering his pistol. It always made a satisfying sliding sound inside the holster, if angled right. That sound meeting his ears lent a certain confidence as he put away the weapon.

      “Oswald sent you?”

      “Yes,” Deckard replied. The distance between the two men was short enough to squeeze off a few rounds if Eris pulled a fast one. Even in the low light, a shotgun on the table offered ample opportunity. “I felt we had a hatchet or two to bury.”

      Eris scoffed.

      “Dirt in this town’s so thin, you’d still see every part of the thing. So fine, old chum. Bygones be bygones. I can’t change the fact you nearly killed me on your way out. That’s no way to treat an old brother...is it?”

      Deckard Kimble’s childhood adversary leaping for the shotgun between them was the latest Eris-like move since revealing himself. Deckard’s hand found the Teissec, unholstering it. Both men’s sights found each other as the door behind Deckard flew open, and a ragtag group of toothless, unhygienic dolts with guns trained barrels on Deckard’s back. 

      “Weren’t expecting that, were you, old Deck?” Eris grinned, one eye buried behind the shotgun. The other gleamed in hot air his friends insisted on fouling further, but all attention was on Eris.

      “So much for just the two of us.”

      “Right,” Eris said. “No harm, no foul, chum. So why not lower that little piece of yours, and we’ll move onto finding out how much of a ransom the great Deckard Kimble is worth?”

      “You first,” Deckard replied to low guffaws of Eris’ cronies, inspiring a sly grin on their boss’ face. Deckard, who was poker-faced at the best of times, didn’t flinch.

      “How romantic, eh? Man has multiple guns to his skull, and wants to tell me how to run my business! Think somebody’s overestimated their worth, boys! Twenty years without a word. Just leave little old Eris O’Connell tied to a steam pipe, and walk in, swaggering like nothing ever happened! Know how long it took me to get the burns to go away, you bastard?”

      “Evidently, not long enough.”

      “Always was the funny one, weren’t you, Kimble?” Eris spit, affording his trigger arm no slack. “You and that shrew Gretchen were always just like beasts with a bone when it came to Oswald. Nevermind the old man is out of his bloody mind, half the time. And what’s his endgame in sending you to me, Deck? Think we’re gonna kiss and make up? Fat chance, chum.”

      “So that’s it,” Deckard said. “Gonna end it like some fool, taken down in a gunfight when words would have sufficed.”

      “You know what I always said, old Deck — all the best things in life go boom. Are we doing this thing, or are you ready to set your gun down, nice and easy?”

      One of the most crucial tenets of his childhood adversary was that Deckard would be a dead man as soon as the Teissec lowered. O’Connell was the type to shoot first and hold his own counsel later. 

      The only way out was subterfuge.

      “Fine,” he said, lowering the Teissec halfway from its fixation on Eris’ violet-tinted glasses and the space between his half-moon eyes, flickering with satisfaction behind the lenses. Deckard switched gears, spinning around with six pulls of the trigger, and split the heads of Eris’ crew all jammed in the doorframe. The bodies collapsed over each other in a heap. Trails of dark, thick liquid danced over their heads as each bullet instinctively hit its mark, painting the warehouse’s walls a new spatter of crimson streaks. 

      Eris thrusted the table on its side, ducking into cover behind it. His head disappeared as the remaining reinforcements let loose a flurry of gunfire. Bullets struck wood beams and dingy tin walls, precipitating a storm of sparks and splinters popping along the floor as they landed. Projectiles ricocheted in a rancid, sulfuric cloud, stalking their movements before the casings settled like dropped coins, and the gunfire dropped off. Smoke rose from the silenced trajectories of zipping gun powder, now only evident in trace amounts through the air. 

      Eris’ reinforcements peeked their heads around alcoves, glancing out of cover. Whispers between them filled rising silence, wondering if that bastard Kimble was dead, and the boss would reward them. Those questions were answered by fresh blasts which broke their noses and foreheads, sending them to the floor in a further bloody pile. The kill shots came in perfect, unadulterated sequence. Not a trigger-pull missed its target, leaving Deckard alone with his old friend. 

      Eris O’Connell — a man notorious for losing, and never any more accepting of his lot in life — popping out of cover, and raising the shotgun, was all the justification needed to plant a round over his shoulder, driving him back. The shell clattered to the floor, muted by Eris bouncing off the nearest wall, landing in a slump at its base. Raising the Teissec to his face only added insult to the injury. 

      “Truce?”

      Eris winced. The lead had grazed his neck, left of the collarbone, and was hardly fatal. Deckard kept the revolver pressed firmly to his forehead, deterring foolish last stands, perhaps even reminding a childhood adversary of his penchant for screwing up.

      “Gotta hand it to you, old Deck. Got me again. Suppose...there’s some romance to...insanity. You, me. This dance of ours. We know you’ll always be the better of us, chum. Don’t hold.. it against me.”

      Deckard Kimble was a man of few words, and fewer clever comebacks. He holstered the Teissec, grabbing one of the upturned chairs near the corpse pile, and sat down across from his old friend. 

      Retrieving a rectangular carton from his leather jacket, he produced two crumpled cigarettes, sticking one in Eris’ lopsided mouth. Deckard ignited both with a stained metal lighter, enveloping Eris’ features in a cloud more yellow than the sticky, humid air. The stick hung off his lower lip, spiraling carcinogens upward.

      “Truce?” Deckard repeated. 

      Eris lifted a bloody hand to the limp smoke, exhaling blue streaks. The shotgun, thrown to the floor as he took the bullet, idled too far away to grab quickly. 

      “Make us sound twelve again. Truces are for boys who whack each other in the balls. What you and I have is far more beautiful, Kimble.”

      “Beautiful is hardly the word I’d use.”

      “Right. Save that for Gretchen, don’t you?”

      “Don’t bring her into this.”

      “Right. Forget you two are like cats and dogs. Just a couple animals in love. Meanwhile, little old Eris O’Connell was always sort of a charming third wheel, wasn’t he?” A bout of hacking followed Eris pulling the smoke from his lips; a gray quilt of dissipating breath trailed the burning leaves. He raised the burning stick back to his mouth with his good arm, and took another deep inhale. “Don’t worry, chum. I don’t hold it against you. I was just having a bit of fun, you know?”

      Deckard stood. He had come down here to recruit Eris O’Connell, not engage him in a gunfight. But old habits died hard. Whatever empathy he might have felt walking in on his childhood friend was extinguished.

      “None of my business,” he said, moving for the door. “All that anger is gonna get you killed someday, friend.”

      Eris chuckled, stifling a wince as he clutched his shoulder.

      “It’ll take more than a couple rounds to keep this dog in the dirt, old Deck. I’d beg you not to leave, but I suspect your mind is already made up. Give my best to Gretchen, would you?”

      There were many things Eris could have said that might have compelled Deckard Kimble to stay behind and patch him up, even after holding a shotgun between them, all too willing to do what Deckard had done to him. Before Seicide, and the Raid who attacked it, murdering everything in sight, he might have stayed to watch Eris writhe.

      There was no pleasure in this anymore.

      Walking out the door, and leaving Eris O’Connell to the bed he had made, taunting Deckard with Gretchen Walker was the least of sins a man could commit.
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      There are times in a man’s life when he must return to the past. It holds the key to his present, and perhaps even his future. Some talisman is always left behind, whether the conscious mind recognizes it without time, loneliness, and wisdom. Some girl got away, or an adversary needed to be put in their long overdue place; with enough self-reflection, there always comes a reason to look back at the things which made you. 

      Eris might not be a talisman, but any snake biting the hand that feeds it is quick to slither back, and Deckard was certain he would rebound in short order. He had come across so many ghosts who wore a face like Eris’ out in the open desert; deadly jesters who cracked a joke with you one second, or shared a meal, only to attempt murdering you in the next. The world had its ways of making the most depraved the hardest to kill. In that light, it was hard to say Eris O’Connell wouldn’t live forever. 

      There were few things about the sprawling, three-tiered metropolis that Deckard had missed on his long trek to escape it. Situated on the edge of a five-mile wide ravine leading down to the Lake of Dorik, Technikron was the most technologically-sophisticated city on the continent. Much of the landmass was unmapped, thanks to its harsh desert conditions and identical scenery, but Deckard had learned all the intimate corners of the region’s outer limits. South laid Seicide, and the Vorswath Mountains, home to the band of marauders who terrorized rural townships and resorts had driven Deckard out of the lower desert in a single night. Growing up, the Raid were merely legends of masked barbarians who never spoke and wielded machetes nearly as large. They were said to be left by the gods—savages to keep the civilized humble—but the truth to their violent pillaging was more complex than some detached man in the sky could ever compute.

      It took Deckard nearly a month after the massaccre to settle on returning to Technikron. After years of gallivanting around with mercernaries, stealing cargo off camels, transporting prisoners for warlords, and killing anyone who stepped in his way, Seicide’s ruin was the push he needed. Certainly, Deckard would be identified on approach, and escorted back to the city’s underground level where all the poor, unwanted children were made into self-interested men. He would be dragged into the elevator stationed on the surface, pushed out its door at the sunless bottom, and told to stay put this time. For years, it was the reason he had avoided returning at all. 

      After healing his bones and bruised ego under the compassionate watch of a beautiful courtesan named Meela, Deckard left Renshaw, the nearest major settlement on the three-day journey home. On setting out for the bell in his head, beckoning him back to Technikron, he came across a unique artifact protruding from golden sands beneath a blood-red sky. The revolver with a sleek wooden finish played coy as to whether it was a habitual caster of bloodshed, or its previous owner left it behind without much knowledge of it.  

      A curious gunsmith in the township of Holte recognized it when Deckard brought it to his stall on a stopover the next day. Its stout, balding merchant, dressed in little more than dirtied rags, turned the antique weapon over in his beefy hands, which were heavily callused from his profession. The gunsmith’s friendly demeanor hadn’t soured from years of dealing with mercenaries and criminals.

      A Teissec, he called it. They don’t make ‘em anymore. Better take care of this one, lad. He offered to buy it for a considerable sum, but money didn’t have the same allure when reliving near-death experiences on a nightly basis. Every iota of sleep Deckard managed on the road was shaken awake by the charred dreams of burning structures, and dark stains trailing away from their doorsteps, and the weapon made him feel safer in the dark cover between dunes. There were myriad things in the desert which could kill a man, least of all his own thoughts, and Deckard felt like a man without shoes, walking on coals across the vast, empty landscape. 

      The dread followed him from Meela’s parting kiss to the southern gates of his old home. From a distance, the city appeared as a spire behind a thick, circular plate, concealing what Deckard knew laid beyond it. The spire was the only part of Technikron visible to the outsider’s eye, and he suspected it came by design. In a world the Raid would give anything to destroy civilization, the projection of power from the inside was crucial to deterring their entry.

      The southern gates were manned by security forces, stationed at a wide access point. The guards wore green jumpsuits, visible between padded armor that matched the open scenery behind him for ugliness. Deckard was searched, stripped and given a whack upside the head when he offered curt responses. His eyes scanned the blue-tinted structures of the surface level—row upon rows of houses attached, one after the other, a park consisting of three giant statues of identical old men. A clocktower rang out, erected somewhere between the middle level and the top-tier. Giant floodlights affixed overhead were rigged to the higher plate, and their cones of luminescence gave the buildings their sequoise glow. Deckard knew better than to expect he would be allowed to remain here, among the more priveleged mortals. It was merely a stopover before reuniting with the creatures below-surface. 

      The masked police at the gates knew Deckard’s kind. A barcode imprint over the small bones of his left hand, leftovers of a brutal campaign in his teenage years to identify every Lower—as the self-important pricks who ran this city called them—proved especially helpful in determining where he belonged. It was a small distinction, but an important one. Lowers called nobles on the surface Mids, and Mids called their servants Middlers, who used the titles to consider themselves as nobles-in-waiting but were really only Lowers allowed groundside as slaves. 

      The Lower level could only be reached one of two ways from the surface. Its dusty facades didn’t host cute tints from floodlights above, nor well-dressed ladies and gentlemen protected by padded police uniforms and matching visors. In the subterranean reaches where Deckard Kimble learned to shoot and kill and fuck and love, little was comforting about the place. Age had done it no favors, either. All the bomber-jacket-donning hooligans and knuckle-dragging criminals, segregated at the food chain’s summit for life, were still here, still depraved and violent as ever. After being pushed out the rising cage door of a rickety elevator, manned by a beefy guard operating it from a barstool in its back corner, all wonder at early sights of his childhood home were well purged.

       The Lower Districts were suspended on a giant. metal plate anchored to the surface by rods and beams in hundreds of specific places. That dusty plate hung over the planet’s core far below, and was split into eight residential sub-sections, along with a few others the general population could not access. Districts like the infamous MechZone were well-guarded against undesirables accessing Technikron’s heart of wires and power sources that sustained the upper levels, or the weapons used for crowd control during rare bouts of interference in the slums. The Train Yards serviced all locomotives running between the three levels, but the cars only docked on the Lower Level for maitenance, and never allowed a soul who worked on them on board.

      Leaving Eris’ hideout in Zone Eight, Deckard hadn’t been home a full day, and was already responsible for several deaths and putting hollow lead through O’Connell. The man was a loose cannon. Deckard had tried to tell Oswald, but the old man was insistent they bridge their differences—he had taken them in from a young age, only asking them to love and protect each other. In that sense, Deckard could not refuse him, but could not be held responsible for Eris. 

      He’ll never listen to me, Oz. Maybe it had been a mistake to see him first, but the old inventor was naturally the first visit Deckard planned to make on any given timeline. It was just a matter of respect.

      You owe it to yourself to try, dear boy.

      Deckard merged into foot traffic on a giant road running around the lower plate’s exterior network of paths and walkways. It had no official name, but was colloquially referred to as the Ring. Unlike the main level, down here was mostly ruled by the gangs, and the guards that had escorted him to the elevator, filtering Deckard where he belonged, fulfilled a much different role than up above. A group of leather-donning thugs kicked at a teenager on the ground as he passed them. Deckard kept his head low, reminded the guards only came down here at all to prevent the undesirables from ever leaving, and letting lawlessness determine the rest. 

      If not for its inherent anarchy, Deckard wouldn’t be half the marksman, or worth the ire of a thousand lesser adversaries after leaving the place which had made he and his fellow orphans. Likewise, for all his disagreements and brashness, Eris O’Connell was a product of the same environment. 

      Gretchen never took to depravity quite like the boys, but was also ostensibly a child of the slums. Oswald had requested her presence as well, and there was no telling if she would be more cooperative than Eris had proven.

      With no wish to disappoint his mentor so soon, Deckard went off in search of her.

      

      
        
        ***

      

      

      

      From Zone Eight, the Train Yards laid directly in the Lower Level’s southern districts, wedged between Zones Four and Five where Oswald lived. Not many Lowers had ever left the underground, let alone Technikron, and were ignorant the Yards’ external wall, if it had one, would face the Watershed. Between its crisscrossing tracks, junk locomotives, and blocked sunlight, Deckard only made out the work crews returning from a shortened meal break. 

      Gretchen works for Seamus Greene now, Oswald told Deckard in his loft. She’s had little desire to see me more than once or twice a year since you left. I suspect the only reason she visits at all is a matter of her own conscience.

      Seamus? Deckard asked. I see old Argo got over hating his son.

      Argo was not a stupid man, Deckard. He had no love for Seamus, gods know. But between GlobeCorp taking over management with an iron fist, the elder Greene thought it was better to keep the family investment.

      And Gretchen? 

      Oswald shook his head.

      Greene is the type of man who understands information is a commodity. He will never tell you where she is without something in return. 

      After Eris, Deckard was resolved to avoid another confrontation. He watched from the road for a while, waiting until a pot bellied man with a bad limp had finished shouting at his mechanics, and returned to his trailer on the compound’s far side, to proceed inside the chainlink fence’s opening. 

      The plateau of tracks before a gentle spiral worked its way up to the second level held braked trains waiting on new parts or an oil change. From here, they ascended into the surface level and along a coiled route through the nobler districts on its way to Technikron’s upper plate. The highest tier was home to city leaders, government dignitaries, and the nefarious Globe Corporation that controlled all of it. It was long said that Technikron’s government was merely a front for GlobeCorp, who ranged between a shell company and a shadowy cabal of operatives in the background. GlobeCorp owned the trains, but Greene’s dynasty was in charge of the Train Yard, and ready to defend their ownership against the government and criminals alike.

      Deckard wasn’t thinking about GlobeCorp or clandestine government structures just now. For the first time since leaving Renshaw, and Meela, he wasn’t even considering Seicide, or the Raid. Even Eris was an afterthought. All that mattered was finding a face he had missed for too long. Seamus didn’t reappear as Deckard glided between four sets of tracks which all eventually crossed over each other, amalgamating into two. He glossed over masculine faces with long, unkempt beards; disregarded oil-stained overalls and missing teeth as he looked for a complexion that surely hadn’t aged so terribly.

      “Holy shit, it’s Dickie Kimble.”

      Deckard only knew of one person immature enough to remember the age-old nickname, or at least repeat it aloud. Harlow Simbey—pronounced Sim-bee, he was so fond of reminding others whose names he couldn’t pronounce himself—hadn’t changed much. He could finally grow a beard, and his rubber yellow overalls were comically large on him. 

      “Harlow. Been a while.”

      Harlow Simbey was unwilling to leave their reunion at that, and wrapped two pudgy arms around Deckard’s neck, standing on his tiptoes. Deckard was unsure what to do before they separated, and tempted by the urge to wipe the boy’s sweat-infused aura off afterwards, like Simbey had left some stain on him.

      “Geez, is that all you got for me, Dickie? What’s it been, like fifteen years?”

      “Twenty and change,” Deckard said. “Here to see Gretchen— she around?”

      “Gretchen? Yeah, think she’s over on four. But seriously Deck, how you been? Heard you were down in Seicide for a while. All sorts of stories coming out of the south lately. Word on the street is, the Raid took it—just a pile of ashes now.”

      Deckard reached into his jacket, retrieved a crumpled cigarette and lit it, drawing Harlow’s widened eyes.

      “Can’t smoke in here, Deck. Seamus’ll have a fit, you know!”

      “Only if someone tells him,” Deckard cautioned, leaving the Simbey boy alone on the track, grinning stupidly to himself. “See you, Harlow.”

      

      
        
        ***

      

      

      

      There are times in a man’s life when he must return to the past. It holds the key to his present, perhaps some semblance of a logical future. Some old clocks still work when you pick them up, wipe the dust off, and give them a shake, and Deckard’s calm rhythms were sent ticking at one he left behind twenty years earlier.

      The woman on track four had not aged as poorly as the boys she worked alongside. Her long blond locks were still golden as the day he’d escaped aboard one of Seamus Greene’s trains. The disposition of never smiling as a teenager was embedded in adulthood, and her sharp features were still complemented by soft green eyes. A thick pair of overalls fit her thin frame much better than Harlow’s, held up by elegant posture and thin shoulders. 

      Taking cover behind a rusting hunk of plated metal on wheels stationed over track three, Deckard watched the back of Gretchen’s head as she worked a wrench on the opposite engine. Her ponytail swung back and forth as the silver tool turned inside an open compartment, and she muttered insults and grunts under her breath.

      “Tem, if you hit that piston one more fucking time, I’m gonna smack ya,” she yelled at a younger boy working on the second car. Fixated on the locomotive engine, Gretchen continued yelling commands at her crew.

      “Just a second, Gretch,” Tem called.

      “Not a second, Tem! Think Seamus Greene cares about your ‘second’?”

      “I promise, I got this, Gretch!” The boy pulled upward on his wrench, putting all his strength into it. It was too much—the winch snapped up, catching Tem’s fingers between two junts of metal. Blood dripped to the gravel between tracks as his yelling hailed the woman working on the higher compartment.

      “Gods dammit, Tem!” Gretchen cursed, joining him on the ground where Tem compressed bleeding fingers between an oil-stained rag, grunting in agony. She bent down, picking up his wrench. “Greene is going to kill me if you fucked up his train.”

      “I didn’t, Gretchen, I swear! Just ‘dem fingers. See?”

      Deckard’s old friend shook her head, telling Tem to clean himself up. The boy was gone in seconds, hustling towards Greene’s trailer, clutching his bloody stump of fingers in a black cloth. Deckard broke cover from the idling train on track three. No crews worked around it, though he had caught a few leery-eyed glares from the mechanics on track one.

      A thousand memories surfaced approaching the lone woman at track four. Her ponytail swung wildly as she cleaned off Tem’s wrench, now streaked in a thin coat of red liquid on its shiny surface. Memories of her were all irrelevant now, but maybe more relevant than ever. Flashes in Oswald’s shop, running errands, and kissing for the first time were driven away, only to return out of sequence. 

      “I don’t even want to hear it,” she said, turning around at the perception of someone behind her. “It’s not my fault, Seamus—”

      As she recognized him, the wrench dropped from Gretchen’s loosely-clasped palm, clattering between chunks of gravel. Her emerald irises widened at the sight of a person she had long presumed dead.

      “Deckard?”

      “Nice to know some people never stop shirking responsibility,” he responded with a slight smile. 

      Gretchen scoffed.

      “That must be a reference to you. I’m a working woman now.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Yes?” The answer was more of a question than a firm response. “Nevermind that the old man was completely lost after you upped and left, Deck. I can barely look at him nowadays, he’s such a sad sight.”

      “Oswald?” Deckard asked. “Or Greene?”

      “Both. If I was smart—or you, because those go together like apples and dirt, Deckard Kimble— I’d not let Seamus see you today.” She eyed the holster on his belt. “Is that a Teissec?”

      He chuckled while unholstering it, and passed the revolver to her by its grip. She took it in her hands, turning the piece over in awe.

      “First time?” Deckard asked.

      “They stopped making these a long time ago,” Gretchen mused. “Where did you get this?”

      “That,” he replied, holstering the Teissec as she handed it back the same way, “is a very long story.”

      “Well, you’ll have to tell me sometime—unless you plan on leaving again.”

      Even with all the lost conversations between them, and the low likelihood their old flame could ever be retrieved, Deckard felt an impregnable heat make its way up his esophagus, scrambling his ordinarily blank mind. 

      “Not right away, just yet. Need to lay low in the city a while—“

      Their first conversation in two decades was pierced by Deckard’s surname like an old copper ball he and Eris threw around in childhood. Eris used to sport an impressive throwing arm, but this nasally projectile was poorly timed to be caught with grace as its thick-bellied owner waddled towards the pair.

      “Better not be Deckard fucking Kimble I see in my Train Yards, or I’m going to tie him to the gee-dee tracks!”

      Gretchen hadn’t changed much in the years since he left Technikron, but Seamus Greene had. His skin was pockmarked
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