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      Burlington, Iowa… once a beautiful, bustling river town now lay dark and silent, ravaged by time and decay. A light mist rolled off the Mississippi River into the streets, and a low hum in the air slowly grew into a roar as headlights pierced the fog. The lights bobbed as a black muscle car traversed the abandoned river city’s rolling hills. The engine’s rumble quieted to a purr as the car, a 1971 Plymouth Road Runner, rolled to a stop in the middle of Jefferson Street. For a moment, the driver sat behind the wheel and scanned the street for any source of life as the muffled wail of guitars escaped the vehicle. Satisfied that he was alone, he cut the engine, plunging the city into inky blackness once more.

      The door creaked open, and a tall man in a long, brown duster stepped from the vehicle. Matt Freeborn scratched his head, ruffling his shaggy ginger hair, and listened. He heard nothing, but the fishy smell of the Mississippi assailed his nostrils. The water’s distant shimmer reflected what meager moonlight shone down on the derelict city. It did nothing to banish the long, black shadows.

      “Water water everywhere,” he muttered, “and not a drop to drink.”

      The river mocked him. An abundant source of water, but none of it fit for his use, the river had been contaminated long ago by the Twelve-Minute War of his grandfather’s days. He slammed the Road Runner’s door, and the sound echoed off the crumbling walls of the brick buildings around him.

      “All right,” he said. “Time to go to work.”

      Mist swirled around his feet as the weller stepped to the car’s rear. He opened the trunk to retrieve his worn leather messenger bag, slung it over his shoulder, and glanced back at the gradually thickening fog. Dense clouds overhead swallowed the moon, and the darkness in turn engulfed the weller and his car.

      Matt turned his attention back to the trunk, shoving aside plastic jerry cans and feeling blindly until his fingers brushed cold, rough metal. He lifted a rusted oil lantern up to his ear and shook it, listening to the sloshing within. His free hand searched his jean pocket, and the weller produced a tarnished Zippo lighter. He struck the flint several times, cursing under his breath as bright sparks teased him. Finally, a small flame danced in front of his face, which he touched to the lantern’s wick, bathing the trunk of the car in a warm glow.

      The weller collected one of the empty jerry cans and slammed the trunk lid down. Amidst the echo, Matt fancied he heard a rustling from one of the abandoned shops behind him. He whirled, raising the lantern high, and squinted into the darkness. When nothing greeted him, he lowered the light and grunted.

      “Getting paranoid, Freeborn,” he said. “Look at you. Talking to yourself. Dust brain.”

      He walked down the center of the street, dried leaves crunching under his steel-plated work boots. He scanned the storefronts: an art gallery, a bookstore, and a guitar and piano shop. No, no, and no. None of these were likely to yield an ounce of drinkable water. A record store caught his eye, the hand-painted sign in its window promising “Vinyl, CDs, and Tapes!” within.

      The corner of his mouth curled into the beginnings of a grin. The weller had been listening to the same eight cassettes since Nebraska, and while it beat the hell out of the sound of wind, something new to tickle his eardrums would certainly be nice.

      Later, he told himself. Business before pleasure.

      The weller continued on. Broken glass crunched underfoot; he stopped, brushing the filthy shards aside with his boot. The sign above the storefront in front of him read “DiggersRest – Coffeehouse and Roaster.”

      Bingo.

      The weller stepped through the broken window, kicking out a large, treacherous shard as he entered the gloom, leading with the lantern. The broken window was discouraging; perhaps the place had already been looted, but at least it was worth a shot. Overturned chairs and tables littered the quaint, little bistro, and Matt navigated between them carefully, making his way toward the counter. As he approached, a darkened cooler came into view, and behind the filthy glass, he saw the familiar words: SPRING WATER.

      “Payday,” he whispered as he opened his bag.

      The weller set the pack down and vaulted over the counter. When he landed, a light crunch emanated from beneath his boots. He looked down, expecting to see faded, yellow newsprint, but what he saw instead made him pause. The strange object under his foot was long, nearly four feet, with jewel-like segments that glimmered in the light from his lantern. He crouched down and lifted the object, which crumbled between his fingers like brittle paper.

      Matt’s brow furrowed. “What the hell?”

      A crash near the back of the building startled him, and the weller’s head jerked up toward the source. He stood slowly, his left hand creeping toward his left hip. As his fingers encircled the smooth, wooden grip, the sound came again, accompanied by an odd clicking.

      A hideous face burst from the pass-through kitchen window. Wide-set red eyes the size of dinner plates glowered down at the weller, and he fell back against the counter. He winced and dropped the oil lantern, which shattered, igniting the debris on the floor… along with his coat tails. The hideous thing let loose a shriek that chilled Matt’s blood. He drew the Well Digger, a double-barreled fifty-caliber revolver, from its holster and fired a wild shot at the creature. The weapon’s upper barrel spat fire, and the exoskeleton exploded, leaving the creature’s headless corpse slumped in the window frame.

      Matt stood and slapped the flaming oil skin, smothering the fire with his bare hand. He stomped the charred, paper-thin wings at his feet until once again the shop was dark and the only sound was his rapid breathing. Wisps of smoke stung his nostrils.

      “Holy shit,” the weller gasped.

      A distant shriek pierced the night from outside the shop, and Matt’s head jerked around. A second call joined, and another, until a growing chorus shook the air.

      “Oh, fuck me.” The weller’s shoulders slumped. “Not this again.”

      Matt tore open the cooler, gathered up the plastic water bottles, and shoved them into his satchel. This would have to do. He climbed over the counter and picked his way through the chairs, hooking his ankle on one and nearly falling, but managing to steady himself and stumble through the open window into the fog. Once free, he ran, the Well Digger held high in his left hand as the jerry can banged against his right leg and the bag flapped at his side. His lungs burned as the Road Runner drew close. A loud thrum filled the air as more and more shrieks sounded in the distance.

      “No more mutants,” he panted. “No more fucking mu--”

      A dark shape burst from the fog, and a heavy body landed on the Road Runner’s trunk with a thud. Matt aimed the Digger between the creature’s eyes and fired, spraying the vehicle in the insect’s viscous blood. He never faltered in his gait, stepping around the car’s bumper and running for the driver’s side door. Another of the giant insects fell upon the roof, and Matt swung the jerry can, smashing it into the side of the mutant’s face. He dropped the can and reached into his pants pocket for the keys. As he reached for the door, something heavy struck his back and knocked him to the ground. The keys fell from his grasp and tumbled beneath the car.

      Matt stretched his arm beneath the car. “Shit!”

      A piercing shriek stabbed at the weller’s eardrums. Matt rolled away, breaking the spindly legs’ grip on his coat, and fired, spraying his face and arm with blood. The thrum in the air grew louder, and he scrambled to his feet as another mutant landed on the car’s hood. Matt’s eyes flicked to the mist swirling around the bottom of the car. No chance of finding the keys in that miasma. There was no choice but to…

      “Run,” he whispered, wheeling around and sprinting off in the direction from which he’d come.

      Matt turned right, running uphill away from the winged terrors. He zigzagged through the streets, hoping to lose them in the fog, but everywhere he turned, he heard the thrum of their wings and their piercing song. His bad knee protested, sending searing pain up his leg. He winced. It had only been a week since he’d taken off the makeshift brace, confident it had finally healed after his battle with that vampire Patrick Koozy.

      Obviously he’d thought wrong.

      He came to a serpentine alley paved in uneven bricks that jutted
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