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The black helmeted rider on the old Yamaha sports bike sped carelessly down the damaged and weed covered highway. The I-5 hadn’t seen any road maintenance in at least twenty years, and nature and the elements had definitely not shown the Interstate any kindness. Weeds six-feet high shot through the broken and worn out asphalt. In fact, the road was more grass, and the damn invasive plants, than asphalt. Nonetheless, the rider ratcheted up the throttle and pushed the Seca 650 to its limit. It would be dark soon and the rider wanted to make it to Pikes Freehold way before then.

A dry wind blew across the arid Interstate. Several big tumbleweeds, moving as if they had minds of their own, swiftly rolled across the broken remains of the I-5 and into the motorcycles path causing the rider to swerve. The biker was adept at handling the motorcycle and easily avoided the thick balls of desert weed.

Up ahead, about a mile away, was a fueling and trading post. The rider had stopped there a few times in the past. It was still daylight so the owner, a crusty old marine named Fabian and his sons Dino and Frankie, would still be manning the pumps. The biker knew the ex-soldier had a severe disdain for the dark, but he would stay open as long as possible. Fabian was never one to turn away a paying traveler.

The biker glanced around through the helmet's tinted visor. Nothing but dry desert. The droughts and earthquakes hadn’t been easy on the Southern California terrain. After twenty years of conflict, water and fuel were still at a premium. Folks always said things would turn around, the biker prayed for that but, after almost 20 years, somehow the rider knew it wasn’t true.  It was just hope the masses clung to ‘til their short lives eventually came to an end.

Over a small hill sat Fabians ‘Middle of Nowhere’ trading post. The building had once been a convenience store that serviced the nearby rural community. Of course, that was before everything changed. Now the store was modified into a fortified gas and trading post. The biker pulled the silver motorcycle up next to the two locked fuel pumps and cut off the engine. Using a black booted foot, the rider knocked loose the kickstand and climbed off the bike. The rider flipped up the tinted sun visor and anxiously glanced around at the surrounding area. It was quiet, perhaps too quiet.  

“Damn it!” The biker cursed. The sounds of carrion birds a Greek chorus to the rider’s sudden outburst.

Fabian's old armored Ford Ranger was parked to the side of the building, and the driver's door was wide open and unattended. Usually Dino or Frankie would be outside, ready to greet any approaching traveler. Dino was always anxious to see what goods customers had brought with them to trade. 

No one had stepped outside of the building to greet the rider. Nothing stirred from within the outpost and it was dead silent, except for the damned crows. Fabian was known to always have his big boombox blaring awful country and western music from inside the store. Something just wasn't right.

The biker reached down and quickly drew the sawn-off double-barreled shotgun from its sheath on the side of the motorcycle. The helmeted rider in dusty black biker leathers, climbed off the bike and walked over toward the station. That was when the biker noticed the body laying between the pumps and the outpost. The corpse had been smashed so hard into the ground that it was hard to be seen from the roadway. The rider let out a deep sigh and swiftly removed her helmet, dropping it to the ground next to dirty and dusty booted feet.

Akachi was a beautiful short-haired black woman in her mid-thirties. She had stunning blue eyes that seemed to look right through you. Her face was all angles and high cheekbones. At six-foot Akachi was quite impressive, all taut and wiry muscles. Despite the scars on her cheeks and body, she was absolutely striking. Not someone you would easily forget, which was a blessing and a curse these days. Twenty years of fighting and hunting, Akachi had made a fearsome name for herself, along with the ire of dozens of enemies.

Still watching the building for any threats, Akachi knelt down next to the bloody human remains. Keeping the barrel of her shotgun aimed ahead, she glanced down at the corpse. Whoever it was seemed to have been smashed into the hard asphalt of the parking lot with such a great super-human force that it had been almost turned into a blood-soaked soup. Its skull crushed so badly that the bone wasn’t visible amongst the mush of brain matter and blood splashed everywhere. The rest of the corpse’s bones were shattered into so many pieces that the blood looked speckled with snow or ash. It was definitely a nasty sight for sure, the body looked like it had been dropped from the sky. That was almost impossible though since it was a rare thing for anyone to possess an aircraft anymore.

Akachi let out a tired sigh as she tried to find anything recognizable on the corpse. The body was mostly a soupy pool of body fluids and bone fragments. It was a thick coagulated puddle of DNA. Finally, Akachi found an intact forearm. She grabbed the lifeless stump with her gloved right hand and flipped it over on the hot asphalt.

“Frankie,” Akachi said, just above a whisper. On the underside of the forearm was the colored tattoo of a heart and above it the words, ‘Mother’. A Mini-14 rifle, its barrel bent, lay two-feet away. The remains were of Fabian's youngest, twenty-five-year-old Frankie. Good kid, always smiling. Akachi looked up at the carrion birds that sat on the telephone pole waiting for her to depart. One of the birds appeared to be chewing on the remains of a human eyeball. Akachi pointed the shotgun at them, wanting to blow the squawking scavengers off their roost but she was low on shells and they’d just be wasted on her temporary fit of anger. She glanced back down at the bloody mess that had once been the handsome young man. ‘What a pity,’ she thought to herself, ‘good kid.’ She’d even teased about throwing him one on a few of her stops, just to relieve that emptiness of missing a physical connection with another person. Well, that ship had sadly sailed. 

Akachi stood and brought the shotgun up to her chest. Now she had to check out the rest of the building. Akachi figured Fabian and Dino were more than likely victims of whatever had killed Frankie but she had to be sure, plus she also needed fuel. The young man’s murder was like nothing she had ever seen before, and Akachi had witnessed a lot of death over the past twenty years. Frankie’s corpse seemed fairly fresh, only a couple of hours old at the most. The crows hadn’t been able to strip him yet. The flies though, they were buzzing around in thick swarms. The mutant kills only happened at night; this was something different, something new. It was something Akachi didn’t like. Finger on the trigger guard, she cautiously made her way to the thick, steel front door. A hand painted sign that said, ‘Fabian’s Fine Dining and Gas’ in red letters was splayed across the warm metal, below that it said, ‘Open sunup to sundown’. The sign was bullshit since there never had been anything close to ‘fine dining’ in this dump. Akachi noticed the security door seemed undamaged so she gripped the handle with her right hand and pulled the door open.
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Shotgun at the ready, the first thing that caught her attention was the nauseating smell and the swarms of flies. Death. Her combat senses up, she scanned the interior with her weapon.

The fluorescent lights flickered on and off, one of them hung sideways, slowly swinging back and forth from its mount on the ceiling where it appeared to have been violently dislodged from. The store's rows of shelves were all knocked over, various canned goods and other supplies spread willy-nilly across the linoleum floor. Some of the tin cans were smashed open like something heavy had stepped on them, their contents splashed out over the floor. The empty cooler doors were torn off, glass shattered and broken. The store looked like it had been hit by a small tornado. Akachi glanced over in the direction of the counter, it was dented, the wooden top was splintered and broken. Blood was splattered across the shelves that still remained standing, their contents in disheveled piles behind the ravaged check-out counter. It was eerily silent, except for the chugging sound of Fabian’s old gas generator. Akachi finished sweeping the interior of the store for threats, saw it was clear and then returned her attention to the damaged, blood-stained counter. She cautiously leaned over to see the badly savaged remains of Fabian. He was smashed up into what looked like a ball, beneath the broken countertop. His bones had been bent and broken by something very strong. Akachi let out another sad sigh then shook her head.

“Fabian, who did this to you, old man?” She whispered to herself.

There was a banging noise from the restroom area of the store. Akachi quickly spun, weapon up and moved swiftly toward the sound. The side door of the building had been ripped off and fading rays of sunlight illuminated the narrow hallway. A crow that had been chewing on a mutilated corpse that lay halfway out of the men’s room, squawked angrily at Akachi, a piece of flesh hanging from its red-stained beak. Akachi swiped the barrel of the shotgun at the bird causing the crow to let out another squawk, then fly off and out of the open doorway. Akachi glanced down at the blood splattered and mutilated remains at her feet. The man’s organs and entrails had been pulled from inside him and carelessly tossed to the side. Dozens of thick, black flies covered the remains. This wasn’t something hungry, this was something angry. Another broken M-16 lay next to what was left of the body.

“Dino.”

Akachi had no clue what had killed the three men, but she knew she wasn’t prepared to fight whatever it was. All three men had been well armed and definitely knew how to use the weapons. A little unnerved, she checked out the rest of the store and found no trace of the killer. Relieved that it was still daylight, Akachi retrieved her extra pack and returned to the store. She quickly loaded it with anything she could get any value from including several boxes of the dead men’s ammunition. Once the pack was loaded, she returned to the motorcycle and strapped it onto the side of the bike next to her shotgun holster. Next, she had to gas up the motorcycle that was nearly empty. Unfortunately, the pumps were locked, and the key was inside the bloody soup puddle that was Frankie.

“Just fuckin’ swell,” Akachi said to herself, as she knelt down next to the crushed remains, waved the clouds of flies away and started to dig around in the thick, foul-smelling mass for the keys. After a few grueling minutes of holding her breath and playing ‘that’s not it’, she found the gore covered keyring. That whole experience had probably saved her some trade stock since she’d just lost her appetite and wouldn’t have to worry about getting any grub at Pikes Freehold. Wiping the keys and her gloves off on her pants leg, she walked over to the first pump and unlocked it. Birds squawking at her from the telephone pole, she began filling the motorcycle's tank with gasoline. 

“Fuck off!” Akachi shouted at the murder of squawking crows that were obviously upset for the disturbance of their dinner. She finished refueling the bike and replaced the pump handle. Not knowing if the next job would call her back this way, Akachi decided maybe she’d better fill one of the small gas cans Fabian kept for trade in the store. She had to work fast since the sun was going down and it was still quite a ride to Pikes.

Akachi pulled open the door and hurried inside, guard down since she’d already cleared the building of any threats. As she bent down to pick up the two-gallon gas can that lay on its side, a big shadow suddenly cast itself across the interior of the store. Akachi had managed to grab up the handle of the empty gas can when the smell of death and feral body odor filled the outpost. She quickly straightened up and raised the shotgun to her side. A familiar slobbering, growling sound followed by a loud roar echoed throughout the room. Mutant.

The creature was huge, at least eight-feet tall and all muscle. The monster was the biggest Akachi had ever encountered. It had a big head covered in scales with lizard-like eyes. The eyes seemed to be just holes in the sides of its head, the skin mottled and rotten looking. Bands of muscle spread across its chest and arms, the same with the legs. The left arm was twice the size of the right one, the muscles bulging. Fingernails as sharp as knives jutted from the creature's big fingers as it angrily opened and closed its huge fist.

“Hey now boy.” Akachi raised her right hand with the gas can still in it. “I don't want any trouble. I just came for some fuel and I’m out. Besides, you have more than enough dinner here. You don’t need me. I haven’t showered in a week so... you know.” She hoped this was one of the intelligent ones and maybe she could reason with it as she slipped her finger onto the trigger of the shotgun. His skin looked tough and thick, hopefully it just appeared that way. The creature let out another roar exposing two sets of long, razor sharp teeth.

‘Shit,” Akachi said, under her breath. As the beast moved forward, she fired one of the shotgun barrels into the thing's chest. The round’s impact, bouncing off the incredibly tough skin on the creature’s chest, only made the monster angrier. Sweeping its right arm across a shelf, the mutant crushed the aluminum structure and charged at its prey. Akachi fired again, this time aiming at its face. The rounds struck the creature in the neck sending it stumbling back a few feet. Bleeding but not badly injured, the mutant let out another deafening roar and leapt at Akachi. She swiftly dove to the side as the creature struck her right arm, slicing open the sleeve of her leather jacket and throwing her against the counter. Grunting, Akachi raised the shotgun up in front of her, blocking the mutant's massive left hand as it swiped across the weapons barrel. The shotgun was violently cut in half by the creature's deadly fingernails. Akachi cursed and threw the two pieces of the useless shotgun at the monster's face. As it easily batted the damaged weapon halves away, Akachi quickly slipped between its massive legs and did a roll toward the front door.

The creature slammed a large fist down on the broken countertop damaging it even more, then spun, growling hungrily at the escaping woman. Akachi rolled to her feet and grabbed for the door handle. She felt the beasts hot, fetid breath on her neck. She quickly ducked as the creature swung its big clawed hand at her. Akachi shoved the door open and tumbled outside as it slammed closed behind her. Cursing herself for leaving her Katana and the Winchester back on the bike she stumbled to her feet. Akachi knew the .357 strapped to her side and the two tactical tomahawks on her waist band probably wouldn’t stop the angry mutant. She made a mad sprint towards the fuel pumps knowing what she had to do.

The creature burst through the heavy steel door like a freight train, sending the door flying off its hinges and across the dirt covered asphalt parking lot. The monster, uglier in the dimming natural light, flexed its oversized chest muscles and let out another terrifying roar. The mutant saw its prey standing over by the gas pumps, released another inhuman growl and charged.

Akachi had pulled the nozzle free from the pump and began to spray an area about fifteen feet in front of her. The monster, even more terrifying in the daylight, sped full force in her direction. Akachi swiftly drew the plastic Bic lighter from inside her leather jacket and using her left hand attempted to click it on. The cheap lighter would spark but not light. As the monster moved closer and closer it made angry slobbering, growling noises. Akachi could now smell the mutant over the odor of the gasoline. It was now or never. The lighter suddenly sparked on producing a nice flame. 

“Fuck you, Mutie!” Akachi tossed the lighter into the trail of gasoline she’d made, causing it to catch fire. The flames swiftly shot up the trail and caught the monster in the burning puddle of fuel. Flames quickly engulfed the creature's body as it tried to escape from the deadly fire trap. The monster turned to run and tripped over Frankie’s corpse, flames from the gasoline quickly swept over both of them. The creature continued to scream in agony as it burned. Akachi thought about shooting the monster in the head to put it out of its misery, but then told herself the mutant deserved to suffer for what it had done to Fabian and his sons. She tossed the hose to the side and swiftly jumped onto her motorcycle. The bikes engine roared loudly as Akachi sped away from the fiery carnage. A couple of hundred feet away, she felt the shockwave from the exploding gas pumps. It caused her bike to swerve a little before she managed to correct it. As she disappeared into the sunset Akachi swore she could hear the final agonizing, dying roar of the monster. Hopefully, by the time she reached Pikes Freehold she’d have the creature's screams out of her head.
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Akachi felt a little relief as she approached the large, well worn, wooden and steel walls of Pikes Freehold. The makeshift city was one of the largest centers of human civilization in what was left of the Republic of Southern California. The virus along with the monsters, earthquakes and wildfires had destroyed most of the state. Akachi pulled her motorcycle behind a beat-up van that's roof was heavily loaded down with supplies and idly waited for her turn to be admitted through the huge gates. She watched as the guards, dressed in camouflage and old Vietnam era flak jackets, checked the retinas of all that entered. Retina checks were simple; if you were infected a flashlight to the eye would usually reveal a small circle of red. If you had pink eye, well, that could be a bad day. 

Akachi counted four well-traveled vehicles, all caked with desert dust, waiting to enter. Piles of contraband littered the road outside of Pikes Freehold. Drugs, alcohol, certain weapons, shit that the governing body inside controlled and sold, were not allowed in. Scavengers were spread around outside rifling through the discarded items. Anything to help them survive another day. The outcasts had motorcycles, scooters and bicycles with wagons hitched behind them. They were mainly loaded down with the crap travelers had tossed away so they could enter the safety of Pikes Freehold. Hell of a way to survive, Akachi thought to herself.

She flipped up the visor of her helmet seeing that it was getting on dusk and she’d need a clearer view of things if she was out here much longer. The van’s engine made a tired groaning sound as it slowly moved forward about fifteen feet, old brakes squeaking as it came to a halt. Akachi rolled her bike up a little, the motor still idling. Behind her an old Ford Pinto wagon came to a screeching halt, the inhabitants eager to get into Pikes Freehold before the sun went down and they shut the gates, locking them out. Akachi was annoyed at how close the driver had come to the rear of her motorcycle. She slowly turned and gave the driver the finger. The harried man behind the wheel responded by laying on the horn.

“Hey!” One of the guards, a burly man wearing a too small flak vest and cradling an M-16 in his big arms shouted. “Stop that shit!” The man in the Ford just threw up his hands and started mumbling curses under his breath.

Akachi smiled to herself inside the helmet and returned to watching what was ahead of her. On the walls were mounted several big spotlights along with M-60 machine guns. Guards in military and homemade armor patrolled the walls. It would be dark soon; the spotlights would come on and the gates would be locked. Anyone left outside would be fucked. The van moved as another vehicle was admitted. Two more to go, Akachi drummed her gloved fingers on her handlebar grip. Darkness was starting to fall, the creatures would be stirring. After her close call with that mutated monster she didn’t want to push her luck. Akachi rubbed the shredded leather of her jacket where the mutie had sliced it. She felt lucky it hadn’t got her arm instead. Suddenly, there was a hold up with the vehicle ahead of the van. The driver was caught with some kind of contraband and was vehemently arguing with the guards about dumping it. Akachi expected the scavengers to be impatiently waiting to grab whatever the driver was arguing about, but she noticed they had all quickly disappeared. She heard the whine of the spotlights as they started to click on, followed by the shouting of the guards on the wall. Night was falling. Gunfire abruptly erupted from the lead vehicle which the gate guards returned in triple. 

“Shit!” There was no time to waste. Akachi kicked the bike into gear and gunned the throttle. The motorcycle shot around the van and swung towards the gates that were now starting to close. The other vehicle's drivers saw her speed past them in between the yelling and running guards. As the men hurried inside the settlement's closing doors, Akachi maneuvered her bike through the narrow space. She could almost feel the side of the metal gate against her leather covered leg as it started to shut. Akachi heard more automatic rifle fire and shuddered, assuming the guards were firing on her. They weren’t. The van had tried to follow her in, and the gate guards had used deadly force to stop it. 

The motorcycle eventually skidded to a stop and Akachi turned to see the gates loudly shut behind her. There was gunfire from the men on the walls and then the distant roar of the night creatures. Akachi pulled off her helmet and ran a gloved hand across her sweaty face. That was really fucking close. 

Akachi relaxed a little as the familiar sounds and nasty smells of civilization greeted her. A small sense of security quickly washed over the bounty hunter as she glanced around at the high walls of the outpost.

“Hello Akachi.” The captain of the perimeter guard, a tall Hawaiian named Rex, slung his rifle over his shoulder. “Cutting it close, eh?”

“It’s not fun if I don’t now is it?” She smiled at the camo covered giant. “What’s with all the shooting?”

“Asshole wouldn’t surrender some alcohol he was trying to smuggle in. Watts told him to beat it if he wasn’t going to comply.” Rex crossed his massive arms. “Dumb fuck pulled a gun on us. Brought a revolver to a machine gun fight.” He smirked. “Then the ol’ boy behind him tried to follow you in and run through the gate.” Rex shook his head. “At least we don’t have to go out and retrieve the remains and wreckage. Scavengers and scrappers will take care of that mess in the morning. Been a busy night, thank you.”

“Full moon.” Akachi nodded. “How ya been, Rex?”

“Safe.” He chuckled and waved around at the gates. “You... you look like shit.”

“Rex, you always know the perfect thing to say to a lady.” Akachi smacked him hard on his rear with her helmet.

“Yeah, well my mum always did say I had a way with the ladies. What fresh hell brings you back here, Luv?”

“Work.” Akachi said, curtly.

“Yeah? Bounty I reckon.” Rex grinned, as he gave her stock of exposed weapons a quick once over.

“Girls gotta eat.”

“Right, right. Here I thought you had come back just to see me. Guess I thought wrong.”

“Maybe I did miss that smile of yours and that big cock just a little bit,” Akachi chuckled. “Want to grab some sack time later, after a shower?” The two had always shared a casual physical relationship when she showed up. It was usually a good time. 

“Don’t know how much sack time we’ll get, but take a bath and then we’ll talk, Luv.”

“I was talking about you, Rex. You're a little ripe.”

“Bath or not. Doesn’t really matter.” Rex said, a little offended at Akachi’s remarks about his hygiene. “Hit me up when you’re done with your business.” The big Hawaiian nodded. “I'll be getting off in a couple hours.”

“Any luck, Rex,” Akachi shifted the idling bike into gear and replaced her helmet on her head, “we both will.”

“Oh, hold on,” Rex reached into his duty belt and removed a small flashlight. He gave her a big grin as he clicked it on. “Gotta still check, see if you’re clean.”

“Shit. You know I’m clean.” She squinted as he shone the light in her eyes. “Here I thought you cared about me.”

“I do, Luv, but I don’t want you giving me a disease I don’t already have.”

“You’d take a dip even if I was a mutie.”

“I would definitely take that risk, Luv.” He gave her a wink as he waved her forward. 
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Akachi navigated her bike slowly down the asphalt roadway toward the packed multi-tiered parking garage. Most of the country’s major cities had been firebombed in a vain attempt to eradicate the sudden rise of the mutants or monsters, as they were called, reducing them to flaming rubble. The freehold had been built around the remnants of a major airport that had survived the bombings with most of its structures intact. She shivered at the memories of death raining down from the skies, when she and several others had hidden in a basement while the world above them exploded and burned. The bombings did little more than push civilization faster toward its fall. The monsters had survived and seemed to even thrive amidst the carnage. Akachi could never remember which airport this had been, not that it mattered anymore. She hadn’t seen an airplane in the sky for at least fifteen years, though she’d seen more aircraft wreckage than she could recall. The despot government that had replaced the old one rarely flew their Air Force out this far. The war between the Northern and Southern armies had pretty much depleted any functioning military aircraft. Akachi could only assume the rest of the world shared in eating this shit sandwich.

Two men in camouflage BDU and carrying shotguns, stood at the front entrance of the parking garage, eyeballing her with some interest. Akachi slowed her bike and pulled up in between the two workers. Flipping up her visor, Akachi realized that they weren’t the usual crew that worked the parking garage.

“Do you have any space left?” She asked, as she removed her helmet. To leave her cycle out on the crowded streets would just be asking for her gear and bike to be stolen. The thinner of the two men stopped mid-chew, almost swallowing a big wad of tobacco and just gaped at the beautiful, shaved-head woman. Annoyed at the gawking security guard she asked again. “You deaf?” I said, “Do you have any space?”

“Frobert ain’t used to talking to unaccompanied ladies such as yourself,” the taller guard said, as he stepped forward.

“Not as good looking as you anyways,” Frobert said, as he spat out some of the tobacco.

“Uh huh.” Akachi clipped her helmet onto the side of the bike. “Seems like he’s not used to talking to any women at all.”

“True.” The bigger man chuckled. “We have a couple spaces up top available. The lot is pretty packed. Been getting a flood of travelers lately.”

“No worries,” she smiled and quickly reached into an inside pocket of her leather jacket. Akachi withdrew a silver coin and showed it to the guard. “That cover it for a couple days?”

“Most definitely.” Frobert quickly grabbed the silver from her hand.

“Space A-10,” the other guard said, glancing down at the clipboard in his hand. “It’s on the roof.”

“Why so many travelers?” Akachi asked the guard as he checked her motorcycle off his list with a small pencil.

“Rumors have it there has been an uptick in troubles out in the wasteland. People are coming here to feel safe. Too many overstayed their welcome though. I think the mayor might have to start evicting some of them.”

“Troubles?”

“The damned mutants,” Frobert said. “Travelers have been sayin’ their numbers are growing. More attacks. Government don’t send troops this far out anymore.”

Akachi glanced over at the other guard who just nodded. She definitely believed the creatures were still mutating, becoming stronger and even more dangerous. The one back at the trading post was like no other mutant she’d ever encountered or fought. Akachi pulled another silver from her jacket and tossed it to Frobert.

“Park my bike and make sure no one steals my kit,” she told the younger guard, as she grabbed a pack and rifle off the bike. Frobert nodded happily at the extra silver. “Don’t scratch it or drop it either.” Akachi motioned to the sword sheathed on her right side. “I’ve removed a few mutant cocks with this, always a first time for a human one.”

“No- no worries, lady. I’ll make sure your bike is safe and in order.”

“Good. See you do.” Frobert just swallowed the remaining bit of chew and hurried off to park Akachi’s motorcycle. She watched him push the bike into the garage then turned to the other guard. “Didn’t Granger used to run this?”

“Yeah. We had a ring of looters breaking into the vehicles a couple weeks ago. Granger got himself knifed trying to stop them. Bled out in the B section. Rough way to go. Tough break.”

“Yeah.” Akachi nodded and turned back towards the crowds and makeshift markets. “Lots of tough breaks nowadays.”

“Nice rifle,” the guard said, eyeing the lever action Winchester in her gloved hand. “Ever thinking about trading up?”

“No,” Akachi smirked, as she slid the rifle into the sheath strapped across her back. “I got it from a friend. It has some sentimental value to it.”

“A sentimental bounty hunter.” The guard chuckled. “Who'd thunk it? I guess there is a first time for everything. Well, let me know if you reconsider.”

“I won’t, but thanks.”

“No worries.” The older man nodded.

“Beeno’s still on Holland street?”

“Yes. That’s a pretty rough place for a lady...” He quickly stopped, realizing who Akachi truly was. “Yes, it’s still on Holland.”

“Thanks,” Akachi nodded, as she headed off in the direction of the stinking throng that now passed as civilization.
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