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 Chapter 1

 


The first indication Ott and Ren had that
they were close to Denver was a metal road sign with bullet holes
in it that spelled out 'Kingdom of Denver'. The sign had once said
'City of Denver', but only faint outlines of the original lettering
could be seen around the holes. Chips of paint and shell casings
littered the ground at its base along with several bones from small
animals and a cow skull.

Rotten and collapsed buildings had increased
in number on either side of the old highway as they drove along in
the blistering heat, but they had yet to see more than a stray
squatter here and there since leaving the forested mountains
behind. Not that there were many places for people to hole up. Most
of the land on either side of the highway between clusters of
buildings was barren, rocky desert that had yet to grow anything
despite the increase in temperature. Unlike the mountains they'd
left behind, little had grown here for so long that there wasn't
any topsoil to give new growth anything to start in. Scraggy trees
and bushes broke the monotonous landscape in places, but they
looked as if they were ready to drop dead where they pushed from
the brown, rolling hills and plains surrounded by endless, chemical
orange sky.

The road surface was nearly nonexistent, but
they were able to make good speed. Its relative flatness had
allowed water to stand and freeze over and over until the pavement
had been reduced to a thick layer of black, gravel-like material.
It crushed easily under the car tires to be kicked into the
wheel-wells where it made a sound like hail bouncing off metal.
Tire tracks had been embedded in it, creating a series of marks
that weaved in and out of each other ahead of them on the slightly
uphill and almost straight road.

Ren threw the map he held onto the dash and
looked through the holes cut in the armor over the windows. “We
have to be getting close. Surely, they didn't put the sign too far
outside the Kingdom's border.”

Ott frowned and glanced at Ren. “Did you call
me 'Shirley'?

Ren glared at him. “You're not going to make
a fool of us in the big city, are you?”

Ott shrugged. “Do I have a choice?”

“No, probably not...” Ren's voice drifted off
as tall buildings appeared on the horizon past a collapsed overpass
that had been cleared enough for vehicles to pass through. “I think
I see Denver.”

“Well, it's about time.” Ott sighed. “I'm so
sore from this busted rib that I can barely focus on the road.
Three days isn't long enough to recover.”

“You'd better focus more on the road than on
your pain when we get there. You have a race to drive in.” Ren
glanced at the back seat where the captured machine gun still lay
on top of the other weapons taken from the mountain bandits. “And I
still have to rig up this other gun so we have one in the front and
back. I just wish we had more belts of ammo.”

“Maybe we should buy more?”

“With what, dummy? Our looks?”

“Maybe mine, but not yours.”

“Maybe, I should sell you into slavery and
drive the race myself.”

Ott laughed. “Good luck with that! I'd just
kick their asses and catch back up to you.”

Ren rolled his eyes. “Of course.”

Ott nudged him with one elbow. “No one is
making me do anything but drive, fight, and hump.” He frowned. “Or
maybe it should be the other way around.”

“Or maybe you should learn something
new.”

“What? How would I do that?”

Ren glared at him. “Good point. Just focus on
driving for the next day or two until the race is over.”

Ott shrugged. “Okay. I can do that.”

“I doubt it, but try.”

Roads, overpasses, and dilapidated buildings
became more frequent as the structures on the horizon grew larger.
Many of the buildings on the side of the road had smoke from
cooking fires rising into the air and some of the inhabitants
stared as they drove past. More than a few children dressed in
mismatched clothing patched with burlap jumped up and down, waving
at them and prompting Ott to wave back with a stupid grin on his
face while Ren groaned at his display.

The second vehicle they'd seen since leaving
the bandit's post in the mountains passed them a few minutes later
going in the opposite direction. Neither of them could tell what it
had started off as, but it appeared to have been stripped down to
the frame and sheets of steel welded back on to make an angular
body that looked like a series of triangles pieced together. Thin
slits cut in the steel with grating over them served as windows and
twin miniguns were mounted on each side of the roof. 'The Goblin'
had been painted on the side with green paint. Ott and Ren weren't
able to see any other details as it roared by them on its high
suspension, spraying busted pavement over Ott's side of the car
from deeply threaded tires that produced a dust cloud that obscured
it when they looked behind them.

“Wow,” Ott said. “I hope that's not in the
race.”

Ren nodded. “Those guns look like they'd fuck
something up.”

“Maybe, but it's fast.”

Ren narrowed his eyes and looked behind them
again, but all he could see was dust hanging in the air. “I'm more
worried about getting shot.”

“Why, Ren? We haven't been yet.”

“That's why you just need to worry about
driving, dummy. Let me take care of and look out for the weapons. I
don't trust the armor on this thing to stop something bigger than a
rifle slug.”

“Yeah, but you did the armor.”

Ren wiped sweat from his face and knocked on
the steel sheet covering his side window with a knuckle. “Don't
remind me.”

Two more ragged vehicles, one with a bank of
car batteries and solar panels showing, passed them within a few
more minutes. They crossed a bridge that went over a sluggishly
moving river that was bright purple where the sunlight touched its
surface and black where it didn't. Nothing, not even sickly grass,
grew within twenty meters of the edge of the water and more than a
few rib cages and skulls were half buried in the muddy shore. Most
of the bones were from animals ranging from chipmunks to deer, but
more than a few human bones were present.

A few hundred meters past the bridge, they
were presented with a massive gate that had been built across the
road made of scrap metal welded together. They could see that the
buildings they'd been looking at from a distance were part of the
perimeter wall around the Kingdom of Denver. The lower entrances
into the buildings had been bricked up and walls built along the
same lines as the gate blocked the other old streets and alleys
that were visible. Several dozen vehicles, ranging from motorcycles
to an armored personnel carrier were outside the gate parked in
neat rows on either side. They were overlooked by several guards
that watched from the top of either side of the gate and two that
stood next to an unblocked door in the building on the right side
of the road.

One of the guards at the door directed Ott to
pull into an empty spot next to a dust covered SUV before returning
to his spot with an assault rifle dangling from one shoulder. Both
guards carefully watched Ott and Ren as they exited the car and
locked the chains that held the door shut.

They walked towards the door, glancing around
them, as the guards tensed and watched them approach.

Ren stopped and spun around when they were
half a dozen steps past the armored SUV. “That thing looks
familiar.”

Ott turned to the SUV parked next to them.
“Yeah, I think it's the one She and Hope had back at Bay of
Wolves.”

Ren tilted his head to the side for a moment
before answering. “I think you're right for once, tallie.”

“Of course, I'm right.” Ott laughed. “Aren't
I always?”

“I think you meant 'never'.”

Ott shrugged. “I didn't say when.”

Ren smacked him in the leg. “Let's get inside
and sign up for the race.”


 Chapter 2

 


One of the guards nodded and the other
scowled when Ott and Ren approached the door. Both were dressed in
old police riot gear with 'KoD' painted over the old department
insignia in red and armed with assault rifles.

“No weapons are allowed inside the city,” the
scowling guard said, holding a palm. “You have to leave them in
your vehicle unless you want to sale them inside. If you want to
sell them, we have to collect any melee weapons and ammo that
you'll be given a ticket of receipt for.”

Ren squinted at the guards. “How do we know
anything you collect will make it back to us or a merchant?”

The guard that'd nodded to them shrugged and
tapped on the chest of his riot gear. “Because nothing you could
have will outrank what the Kingdom of Denver provides us.” He
pointed in the direction of the river they'd crossed. “The King
also has anyone that breaks the rules while in his service thrown
into the river. And no one wants thrown into the Acid River.”

Ott chuckled. “Why not? Can't anyone around
here swim?”

The guards looked at each other and back to
Ott.

“No one can swim in the Acid River,” one of
the guards said. “Whatever chemicals that are in it that makes the
water purple absorbs through the skin and causes almost instant
paralysis.”

Ott looked back at the river. “So, I guess
that means no fishing?”

Ren shook his head. “Ignore the dummy. He
only knows how to do a few things, and thinking isn't one of
them.”

Ott held up a finger. “Not completely true. I
think I could use a drink and a woman.”

Ren looked from one guard to the other that
towered over him. “Okay, he does think, just not very well.”

“Yeah, get it right,” Ott said, nodding.

Everyone turned to look at Ott for a second
before Ren continued. “Told you.”

The guards shrugged and nodded, rolling their
tongues around the inside of their mouths to hide the smirks
creeping to their lips. Even the guard that had been scowling when
they first arrived had a far more relaxed look on his face.

“Secure your weapons and bring us anything
you want to sell,” one of the guards said. “We'll get you fixed
up.”

Ren nodded, turning around and motioning for
Ott to follow. “C'mon, tallie. Unlock the doors so I can figure out
what we have to trade off.”

***

Ren played with the 'tickets' as they exited
the building into the main part of the city as Ott fumbled around
to carry the empty weapons that'd been taken from the bandits in
the mountains. The 'tickets' were pieces of hemp paper with details
of the ammo left with the guards at the entrance, one for each type
that detailed the condition, caliber, and number of rounds. They
didn't have any melee weapons they could sale since Ott's iron bar
was the only one left
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