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      Before you embark on a journey of revenge, dig two graves.

      A wise man once said that. A wise man that, apparently, didn’t have many enemies. Which is quite admirable considering he spent his whole life telling people what to do. If your whole life is going around and being a bossy little shit and you only end up with enough enemies to just fill two holes, you’ve beaten the odds. Offering unsolicited advice is not an endearing quality.

      Of course, in his infinite bossiness, what the man meant was to dig one grave for your victim and one for yourself, as revenge is a less-than-noble pursuit and would surely damn the soul of those that seek it. That would be a best-case scenario. Worst case it could lead them to their literal death.

      It worked well enough as a metaphor, but in all practicality, it was bad advice. Especially since the world ended.

      For one thing, no one really dug graves anymore. Maybe for a loved one, but not really for someone they didn’t care for—much less hated enough to murder. The simple fact was that grave digging was hard work. It was far easier to leave your enemy’s corpse for the countless scavengers. Buzzards had to eat, too.

      It may seem cruel but, since the collapse of polite society, morality had become somewhat squishy. Most people still tried to be good and certainly thought of themselves that way, but the definition of good had become rather difficult to pin down. Almost anything could be justified in a world without indoor plumbing.

      “Steal a loaf of bread to feed my starving family” soon became “raid a farming commune, pillage, rape and plunder to maintain my status in the gang so my family can eat and I don’t get shanked in the middle of the night for that warm blanket I pulled off a rotting corpse outside of Biloxi last winter.”

      The justification of violence became easy enough for anyone, but it was even easier in a mob that backed up your messed-up moral view. Because of this, it was rare that the target of revenge was ever just a single person. Entire groups were targeted for their associations—real or perceived.

      On one hand this made turning the other cheek a rather popular option. It was easier to forgive Donovan’s Death Adders and forget that they had swooped into your town in the dead of night, murdered half the population, burned the grain stores and pissed in the water supply than it was to take up arms and chase a hundred maniacs on motorcycles into the wasteland.

      Of course, impossible odds didn’t stop everyone. After the bombs fell, civilization collapsed and the Earth turned murderous some pretty terrible things happened. Man showed what he was truly capable of and a little urine in the drinking water was really on the low side of offenses.

      But some things, quite obviously, justified revenge. Those that had lost everything had lost their common sense as well, and the impossible odds of going up against a gang weren’t enough to deter them.

      Those that followed this path of self-destruction were often afforded a quiet respect. A stranger seeking righteous vengeance was usually treated with more kindness than your run-of-the-mill stranger. They were given food and shelter and a certain amount of reverence. They were dead men walking, after all. But people everywhere wanted to see justice done even if they weren’t about to see to it themselves. It was a romantic idea at best. Justice had died in the bombs with just about everything else.

      There were rumors of the rare, successful rampage. A lone madman wandering into a raider camp with nothing to lose and somehow emerging with justice done and memories of loved ones avenged. Of course, there were also stories of a city back east, or west, or north, untouched by the apocalypse. And another one of a city filled with talking moose. People liked to believe strange things and justice being served fell into that category.

      The smarter revenge-seeker would plan the long game and take an Edward Dantes approach. That would have a better chance of success. But, while watching your enemies succumb to their own weaknesses, hang themselves by their own misdeeds and drown in their own hubris in a complex web of traps and ruses of your own devising would be satisfying, it wasn’t quite practical in a world where even the plants could eat you on any given Tuesday. Time was always an issue in the wasteland.

      With Dumas’s plans out the window and a full frontal assault tantamount to suicide, those truly entitled to revenge had little choice but to sigh and whisper, “Before you embark on a journey of revenge, dig two graves.”

      But sometimes, revenge is worth that stain on your soul.

      And sometimes, two graves aren’t enough.

      Sometimes you need an entire cemetery.

      If you decide to bury the bastards at all.

      

      - A journal entry from the post-apocalyptic nomadic warrior dated “final entry”
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      The semi-truck belched a plume of black smoke as it crossed the Rainbow Bridge over the Niagara River.

      The once-popular crossing between nations was now a maze of barriers and burnt-out cars. Some of the hulks had been placed intentionally; other twisted wrecks had been left to burn as examples to others. The Peterbilt found another gear and shuddered as it picked up speed. The improvised plow that served as its front bumper wasn’t bothered by the obstacles. It barreled into them, creating a shower of sparks and sending several of the barricades plunging into the river below as the men charged with guarding the bridge scrambled out of the way.

      There was no time to revel in their panic. There wasn’t even time to enjoy the view of the falls as he raced across the bridge with his foot pressed to the floor.

      More men gathered atop the barrier that towered in front of him. People called them the Great Canadian Gates, but Canada had nothing to do with it. The end of the world had happened so fast that the world’s governments didn’t have time to close the borders, much less construct a massive structure like this. Just like so many other things on that day, Canada was and then simply wasn’t.

      The fifty-foot wall was never meant to protect Canada or its people. It was built to solidify the power of the tyrant Invictus by closing some people in and shutting others out. This was Alasis in all its horror.

      They opened fire from the top of the gates. Most of the bullets bounced harmlessly off the metal plate he had welded across the cab. The thickness of the plate and the distance made the projectiles little more than a distraction. Even the guard on the 50-caliber machine gun, despite his best efforts, wasn’t getting through.

      As he neared the gates and reduced the range, the larger rounds buried deeper into the shield. A string of dents appeared over his head as the bullets pounded the metal. His instincts told him to cringe and lay off the gas, so he pushed the pedal harder against the truck’s floor and sat up tall in the seat.

      The engine burped another blast of soot as he geared down and sped up. The dog in the seat next to him barked its encouragement at the action. The hair on its back bristled. He knew why they were here and was as willing to throw himself against the gates as the driver was.

      They had taken everything from so many. Few that had survived the end of the world had been untouched by the monsters behind these walls. They had seized power with such speed and violence that no one could stand against them. They orchestrated the terror of every man, woman and child that struggled to scrape out an existence in the post-apocalyptic world. No one could stop them.

      But someone had to try. It was suicide. Deep down he knew it, but the rage inside him had kept that knowledge buried as he planned and prepared for today. They had taken everything from him. Despite his best attempts to flee their grip, they had taken everyone he cared about.

      The dog barked as if it could see the man on the gate hoisting the rocket launcher onto his shoulder. The driver saw it too and pulled hard on the steering wheel as the canister on the guard’s shoulder flashed.

      The rig swung hard right toward the edge of the bridge and crashed through the concrete barrier that had once protected pedestrians from motor vehicle traffic.

      The rocket struck to his left and tore a hole through the bridge’s deck. He felt the concussion slam into the metal plate he had welded to the door.

      It pushed the truck farther right and he scraped the safety rail, throwing a cascade of sparks toward the river below.

      The dog howled and scrambled as it slid across the seat. He felt himself falling as well and fought to crank the wheel back to the left while trying to ignore the thought of going over the edge of the Rainbow Bridge. He’d never know exactly how close he came to ending his assault in the cold waters of the Niagara River, but he knew it wasn’t far.

      Veering right, he straightened the rig once more and sped toward the gates. Even the dog let out what sounded like a sigh of relief. He looked at his faithful companion and grinned. “It’s our turn, boy.”

      The dog barked in agreement as the driver pulled a black box from the dash. Four dozen wires spilled from the back of the box and ran up into the truck’s console. There they split into two harnessed bundles bound together with electrical tape. Half went to the left of the truck, the rest to the right, but they all served the same purpose. He thumbed back the red switch cover and mashed the button beneath.

      Every launch shook the truck from left to right and back again as the rocket pods mounted on the rig spit out their payload. The narrow slit he had cut in the armor filled with fire as forty-eight rockets streamed toward the gates. For a long moment he couldn’t see anything else. Briefly, their fiery tails faded and for a split second he could see again.

      It was only a fraction of a second before the explosions blinded him once more, but in that fraction, time slowed. He saw the men on the gates. He saw them realize someone had decided to fight back. He saw them understand that the fortress of fear they hid behind wouldn’t stand forever. He saw them realize that the hell they had wrought on others had finally come for them. And, in a much more practical sense, he saw them realize that the wall they were standing on was about to be obliterated.

      But there was only time for that realization to drive them to fear. Not action. And it was sweet.

      The rockets delivered their explosive warheads in a blast that shook the bridge beneath him. He lost sight of the men and the gates themselves as fire erupted and raced up into the sky, baking the metal that lined the once impenetrable obstacle.

      Fire turned to smoke and the wind over the river carried it away. The gates still stood. The men had been thrown from the perches. The structure had been shaken and the gates still stood. But there was a hole.

      “Get down, boy!”

      The dog responded by dropping to the floor under the dash and burrowing into a cocoon of foam and blankets.

      He aimed for the hole and never touched the brakes.

      The rig bounced as it collided with the debris. The trailer scraped against the remains of the gate. Metal twisted and screeched and screamed as the momentum drove them through the crack in Alasis’s armor. Despite the seatbelt’s best effort to hold him in place, he was thrown around the cab. He felt the bruise form across his chest almost instantly as the strap snapped taut across his body.

      The sound and the bouncing got worse and it felt as if the cab would tip over at several points, but it always righted itself as it forced its way through the hole in the great gates.

      One final crash sent him surging forward. He was bloodied and bruised but he was inside the walls of the tyrant’s stronghold. His eyes went to the other side of the cab, searching for movement in the piles of blankets, and found it instantly.

      The dog stuck his nose out of the pile and cast a damning gaze at the driver.

      “That’s step one,” he sighed as he unbuckled his seatbelt and crawled into the back of the cab. “C’mon.”

      Step two was no less subtle. The engine fired through low flow pipes that quickly filled the trailer with exhaust and chaos. The ramp crashed down, crushing one of the braver guards that had approached the truck. The Shelby leapt out of the trailer and into the streets of Alasis.

      Getting through the customs pavilion was surprisingly easy. The plaza was lightly guarded and it wasn’t until he drove through that he realized he had always wanted to charge across a border, crashing through wooden barricades while guards dove for cover, shouting at him in a foreign language. Or, in this case, it would be a foreign accent. He idly wondered if they would have screamed at him in English only, or followed it with the French translation as well.

      Even though the idea of nations had been long since obliterated, it was interesting to see how Canada had once welcomed foreigners into their country. He imagined it was important to have some sort of landmark that displayed the nation’s culture as soon as one left the customs plaza, but he was surprised to see just how much Canada’s version of Planet Hollywood looked like their American cousin’s. He wasn’t sure what he was expecting. An Alan Thicke-centric theme perhaps? At the very least a Lorne Greene statue or a Leslie Nielsen fountain couldn’t have hurt.

      He shot past the restaurant, a mall, and then hung a left. Rumors about the city’s tyrant were plentiful and often conflicting. While some said he was formerly an important political figure, others claimed he had risen from next to nothing to rule. Some said he was a younger man while others claimed he was north of sixty. Some rumors claimed he practiced cannibalism by eating the hearts of victims, while others said he was vegan and warned about starting any conversation with him for fear of getting a lecture about the diet’s health benefits and altruism.

      For every rumor, there was another to contradict it. But all of them had the despot living at the Fallsview Casino, and he wasn’t far from the hotel tower.

      Shots rang out behind him as the guards rallied their defense. Several cars were on his tail now, so he hung a right just past a wax museum. The back end of the GT500 slid out and the dog barked as it tried to steady itself in the passenger seat.

      Motels and convenience stores were a blur as he watched the rearview mirror. Two of the pursuit vehicles made the turn while others continued down Victoria Avenue as they spread out to cover the city. Another wax museum and a block of motels passed by and he veered right to follow the street through a residential neighborhood.

      A pickup blocked the end of the street, so he cut across the yard, sending mud and sod at the guards as they raised their weapons to shoot. He felt the Mustang’s ground effects scrape against the curb on the way up and back down. A 4x4 may have been a better option.

      The tires regained their grip on the road and he cornered left a couple of times trying to lose his pursuers inside the neighborhood of old homes. But he kept sight of his goal. The hotels along the river were the tallest buildings in the town and he used them as reference points as he swerved through the streets.

      There was no end to the number of men and women trying to kill him. The longer he was on the road, the thicker the streets became with armed sentries. He doubled back through the neighborhood, and the quiet homes he had passed earlier were now covered with armed men firing at him from their porches.

      He wouldn’t last long on these mean streets of Niagara Falls.

      Drifting around another corner put him in line with the Fallsview Casino. He straightened the Mustang and unleashed all 550hp in a final charge that would take him to his target’s doorstep. He made it half a block when the plow shot out of a side street and scooped the Ford off the ground.

      He screamed as the car flipped sideways and back in the air before crashing onto the hood and sliding off the side of the road. They were spinning. Was it the car? Or was it just him? Everything went dim.

      

      Hovering somewhere just shy of consciousness, but never fully able to wake up, his mind filled the time with bitter thoughts. It reminded him that it was his own fault for being here, ultimately. It was his fault for always trying to do the right thing. The right thing had put him on the wrong side of Alasis’s men. The right thing had pissed off the wrong people. The right thing had cost him everything. His love. His freedom. And ultimately, the right thing would cost him his life.

      The bouts of awareness were brief. But he knew they had pulled him from the car. They had tossed him into a truck and moved him somewhere. He was briefly in an elevator and now he was in a chair somewhere quite windy.

      “Is it him?”

      “We think so.”

      “Wake him.”

      The command was followed by a slap across his face that cranked his neck to the right farther than he thought it was designed to go. He tried to pull away as a back-hand followed and sent him toppling over backward. In trying to catch himself, he discovered that his hands were bound behind his back. His full weight crashed onto his wrists. He felt one snap. He couldn’t feel the other one at all. There was nothing he could do but scream in pain. Every kick he made to relieve the pressure only made the pain in his wrist worse.

      “Get him up.”

      He opened his eyes as the hand that had struck him down lifted him back into a seated position.

      “Are you the Librarian?” The man that asked the question was wearing a stupid helmet with a bullet hole in the temple. Behind him was a shattered window that looked over the city below.

      He didn’t answer. He looked around the room. There were several large men in colorful cloaks standing by. He wanted to see his dog. But he didn’t. What had they done to his friend? Had he gotten away after the crash? Did he survive the crash?

      “Who are you?”

      It was Invictus who spoke. It had to be him. This was the man who had taken everything from him. The man he had come to kill. He pulled at the ropes and the pain in his wrists nearly made him lose consciousness again. He grit his teeth against the pain and seethed, “I’m the man who’s going to kill you.”

      “Of course you are,” laughed Invictus. “Are you the Librarian?”

      He didn’t answer. He only stared, locking eyes with the man who had orchestrated the misery of so many.

      Invictus turned to one of the guards. “Bring it in.”

      One of the cloaked men nodded and opened the door to the room. “Bring it.”

      Two more guards walked into the room carrying a wire dog crate between them. His best friend whimpered inside.

      “Put it on the ledge,” Invictus said.

      They did as ordered and the dog instinctively moved to the side of the crate farthest from the window. Slowly. He was hurt.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Are you the Librarian?” Invictus asked, and kicked the cage closer to the edge.

      “Stop that! Leave him alone!”

      Invictus kicked the cage once more. The dog yelped and tried to back away, but he had already reached the limits of the cage.

      “Are you the Librarian?!”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about!” He screamed. He couldn’t lose his dog, too.

      Another kick. Another yelp.

      “Are you the Librarian?!”

      He struggled against the ropes. He couldn’t feel the pain in his wrists anymore. He had to get free. “No! I don’t know who that is!”

      Invictus backed away from the dog crate and nodded at the guards. “I believe you.”

      Before he could breathe a sigh of relief, they hoisted him and the chair from the ground and tossed him across the room. He collided with the crate and both he and his only true friend in the apocalypse rolled out the shattered window and fell to the ground fifty stories below.
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      The joys of staying at a Days Inn had changed since the end of the world. Locating the ice maker and hoping your floor had both a snack AND soda vending machine had been replaced by the act of rolling the bed to make sure there weren’t giant scorpions hiding in the dirty sheets. Jerry had just finished giving the pillowcase a solid stomping when Chewy barked and ran to the window. The canine’s keen ears must have somehow picked up the first sounds of the disturbance on the bridge.

      Jerry, with his far more inferior ears, didn’t look up until the first explosion.

      He joined the mastiff at the window and together they stared out toward the river. A column of black smoke rose up from the bridge connecting the former nations. He raced across the room and pulled a monocular from his bag before returning to the window.

      The gate was a twisted wreck and through the eyepiece he could see guards scrambling to confront the threat.

      “That’s ballsy,” he said to the dog.

      The dog woofed in agreement.

      “Do you think it will work?”

      The dog said nothing.

      “I hope it works,” he said in a none-too-convincing tone and tossed the scope on the bed.

      The dog shot him an accusatory look.

      “What? I mean it.” He mostly meant it. Invictus and his allies deserved nothing short of eradication and as long as it happened, it would be a good thing, objectively. But, deep down, he wanted to be the one to pull the trigger. He wanted to be the one who got to look the tyrant in the eye and accuse him of his crimes before taking revenge.

      If he was being honest, the feeling wasn’t deep down at all. It was all he had thought about for weeks. Rage had consumed him, driven him since he buried his wife. He knew it was dangerous to let it control him. He knew it was foolish. It would lead to mistakes and it could get him killed. But he decided he didn’t care. For the first time in his life he embraced it and let it pick his path. And it had led him here, to a run-down Days Inn in Niagara Falls.

      He dismissed the commotion on the other side of the river. A lone frontal assault was suicide. He knew it. That’s why he hadn’t tried it himself. He was at least able to convince his rage of that. The idea that someone else might deny him his revenge passed through his mind once more. He sighed and wished whoever it was Godspeed. They deserved that much.

      “C’mon, Chewy,” he called. “We’ve still got work to do.”

      It had grown cloudy while they were inside, and it became clear that the “glowing city on the river,” as Alasis liked to bill itself, was more marketing than it was truth.

      Ever since Tesla harnessed the power of the falls, the city had provided electricity to a good portion of the Northeast, so it wasn’t a surprise it had been well defended against missiles during the end of the world. The city had survived the war relatively unscathed. But it hadn’t weathered the apocalypse well at all. The streets were filthy and the buildings were run down. People’s baser instincts had taken a greater toll on the city than Armageddon ever could.

      The power was on. This much was true. It was the largest city left with reliable electric delivery thanks to the power stations that surrounded the falls. But with the clouds casting their gloom over the area, it was clear that not all parts of the city got equal treatment. Lights shone inside some buildings, but with a few notable exceptions, the lights outside weren’t lit. Streetlights were dark, and neglected exterior signage flickered at best. What had been the Canadian side of the river appeared much brighter. This was no surprise. The government of Alasis occupied that side and left its peasants in the dark.

      In the dark, but not unwatched. There were enough posters around to make Big Brother green with envy, and every one of them reminded the citizens how good they had it. “Invictus is for us,” declared one poster featuring a majestic interpretation of the tyrant behind the city-state. He stood rigid, looking off to the right in a silver helm that echoed that of an ancient Roman commander. Another poster was a constructivist image of the hydro-electric dam with a glowing city in the distance that claimed Alasis as “The power of the North.” Others encouraged support of the Legion or demanded that citizens “Labor hard!”

      The Roman theme was carried out all over town. Jerry identified two of the Alasis Legionaries by their polished metal helmets and the crimson capes that hung from their shoulders. They had traded their lances and shields for automatic rifles, but even these bore their tyrant’s crest. The soldiers’ appearance stood in stark contrast to the dilapidated buildings along the street.

      One of the soldiers caught him staring and called him out with an all too predictable Halt!

      “Halt?” Jerry mumbled to himself. “Really?” He halted and turned toward the soldiers.

      The pair marched toward him with the confidence of a bully--that certain swagger that could only be bought with stolen lunch money. They stopped in front of him and studied him with a sneer. “I don’t recognize you.”

      It wasn’t a statement. It was an accusation. It was clear from the way the Legionary spoke and the way he held himself that the guard was accustomed to being feared and respected. Jerry could only imagine how brutal the Alasis guards must have been to the citizens to warrant this expectation. Their tactics were no doubt ruthless, and their application of law and order must have been distributed swiftly and without mercy. It was the only way to explain why a man in a cape thought he deserved respect.

      “I’m new in town,” Jerry explained. When that prompted no response, he added, “Just got in this morning.”

      They looked at him without expression. Judging him, but giving no sign of their verdict. It was an awkward silence for those who were being judged.

      “I like your cape,” Jerry said with a nod to the cape.

      This got things moving.

      “Turn around and put your hands on the wall.”

      “Did I do something wrong?” he asked as he turned slowly toward the nearest wall.

      The guard grabbed him by the shoulder and shoved him into the bricks. “I haven’t decided yet.”

      Jerry was able to put his hands out before his face smacked into the wall of someplace called Smoking Joe’s Indian Trading Post. This stopped him from hitting his face, but it was enough to trigger a reflexive thought that said, “Take his gun, use him as a human shield, shoot the other guard and then strangle this dick with his own cape. It will be funny.” His inner monologue had been rather violent ever since he’d been consumed with rage. But he wasn’t here to cause problems. Yet.

      The frisking was a little rougher than necessary. The guard grabbed rather than patted and left bruises along his legs and waist. They found nothing. There was nothing to find. Alasis wasn’t big on having the underclass armed and had made possession of everything short of a spork a capital offense. And you had better have a good reason for carrying that spork.

      Satisfied that he was unarmed but not content to stop the oppression the guard punched him in the lower back and Jerry dropped to the ground. Short of breath, he wheezed a command to the dog. She was fiercely loyal, and he could see her getting riled up. Even though the command sounded like a cough, the dog understood and remained still.

      The guard grabbed him by the throat and pulled him to his feet. He leaned in close and snarled, “I’m going to tell you something about me. I don’t like change. I like things just the way they are. And you? You’re change. You’re something different in my life that I now have to adjust to. And, if you ask me, that sounds a little unfair. I don’t like extra work. Therefore, I don’t like you. Or your stupid dog. Do you get me?”

      With the hand around his throat, Jerry couldn’t answer if he wanted to. He could snap the guard’s wrist and break his neck or gouge out his eye with a thumb, but that was his inner monologue talking again. All he could really do at this point was nod and let the soldier think he’d won.

      “Welcome to Alasis,” the Legionary said, and buried a fist in Jerry’s stomach that doubled him over and made him consider throwing up.

      The last bit of air exploded from his lungs and he collapsed to the ground once again. He struggled to get his breath while the guard walked away. It was all he could do to wheeze, “Thank you.”

      The guard acknowledged the sound with a glance over his shoulder but never broke his stride as he and his partner walked on down the street to find another victim.

      Chewy padded over and licked his face.

      “I’m fine, girl. Just a bit of acting,” he said, though he sat against the wall for a full minute or two before even bothering to stand. The compliance and kindness had been an act, but the blow to his stomach had been a little too method for him. The guard had a mean right sucker punch and even though he knew it was coming, it really did knock the wind out of him.

      After that the pair encountered several more patrols on their walk through town and did their best to avoid them. From the number of troops on the streets, it was clear that Invictus didn’t trust his peasants to keep the peace, or their allegiance to him, all by themselves.

      Most of the troops walked their beats, but he spotted several others in patrol vehicles driving up and down the streets. There was no consistency in their make or model, but each had been treated to a matching paint scheme with the Alasis crest painted on by someone possessing a high degree of skill. At a distance the crests looked like decals. It wasn’t until one drove by him that he saw that the vigilant eagle insignias were hand-painted. A vulture would have been more fitting, but the eagle looked mean enough.

      The guards certainly looked better than the people on the streets. They milled about with no apparent destination in mind—if they milled at all. Many sat huddled on the stoops of the old homes or in the entryways to the former businesses. Jerry and Chewy passed through several crowded shanty towns that filled the parking lots and alleyways. No one seemed eager to talk. Not even to beg. They looked hungry and defeated. A few toiled away, hammering and cutting at pieces of scrap metal. But, even with this din, the general demeanor of the people and the roar of the falls in the distance made the town eerily quiet.

      His destination was less so.

      The first person to ever go over the falls in a barrel was a woman named Annie Taylor. After testing the contraption on a cat, she survived the plummet and walked away with little more than a slight gash on her head and a really pissed off cat. The first man went over ten years later and broke both his ankles, but otherwise figuratively walked away unharmed. The third person to go over the falls was Charles Stephens, and they only found his arm. Just one. Still strapped inside his custom-built barrel. There was a good chance the bar, Charlie’s Arm, was named in his honor.

      As Jerry approached he could hear the pounding of the odd drum and the occasional feedback of an electric guitar through the walls. Flyers posted in the windows informed him a band would be performing later that night, so he assumed he was hearing the sound check. It had been years since he’d heard electric instruments.

      “Harmeggedon,” he read aloud. He looked at Chewy. “Harmeggedon. They could have called themselves anything. Shit, they could have called themselves the Beatles and gotten away with it. But they went with Harmeggedon. Kind of makes you think we were asking for it all along, doesn’t it?”

      The dog said nothing.

      He opened the door and a wave of sound and smell hit him hard in the face. The singer was giving the microphone a run-through, and Jerry was glad to know he wouldn’t have to be there for the show.

      “Strike the match!” the singer screamed. “Set the blaze! Watch it grow! Make them⁠—“

      “Okay,” the sound man interrupted. “I think we’ve got it. You can stop singing now, please.”

      Harmeggedon’s singer threw the horns, gave a whooo and wandered off stage.

      The meager crowd in the bar applauded his departure. It wasn’t as large a crowd as Jerry expected, and he attributed the low number of loiterers to the building-sized bouncer that greeted him inside the doorway. The man said hello and had him against the wall for another rough frisking before Jerry could even return the greeting.

      “He’s okay, Doorway,” the woman behind the bar called across the room.

      The call had caused only one or two of the patrons to look up from their drinks. The light crowd looked well fed and sturdy, unlike most of the people he had passed on the street. If they had money to buy drinks it must have meant they were some of the few in town with work.

      Aside from the few patrons and the bouncer, there was a man and a woman tending the bar and a kid mopping up something nasty in the corner.

      Jerry sat down at the bar, wondering how, after living through the actual apocalypse, people could find so much fascination with it. Maybe embracing it or making light of it was their way of dealing with the pain and misery it had wrought upon the Earth. In Harmeggedon’s case, however, it seemed like a cheap marketing gimmick.

      “You want a Posthopocalypse?” the woman tending the bar asked.

      “I’m sorry, a what?”

      She pointed to a sign above her head. Posthopocalypse was a 90-minute India Pale Ale. Its name was written in a mushroom cloud stemming from a beer bottle. Beneath the bottle was another line promising that the beer would “Blow his mind.”

      “You want one?” she asked again.

      “Do you have a lager?”

      “Sorry. But I did just tap a blonde you might like,” she said with a wink.

      “Give me two,” he said, ignoring the terrible joke, and the bartender headed off to the taps.

      Unlike just about everything else, the apocalypse did not destroy the craft beer trend. In fact, it made it worse. After the end of the world, everyone was forced to make their own beer so they figured why not capitalize on it. Every town had at least one person with some home brewing experience and a penchant for puns, so the trend continued through the chaos and killing and thrived on this side of Armageddon.

      The bartender set the beers in front of him and he took a sip.

      “What do you think of the old Ablondic Tom, there?”

      “The what?”

      She pointed at the beer in his hand.

      Jerry took another drink and gave her a thumbs-up in hopes it would be enough. He had to admit it wasn’t a bad beer. Actually, it was one of the better beers he’d had in a while. Still, part of him longed for a simple, shitty Budweiser. But he dismissed those cravings as nostalgia.

      “So are you going to keep pretending you don’t know me?” Jerry asked the bartender.

      She grabbed a rag and started wiping down the bar in front of him. “That’s usually what you want.”

      Jerry picked up the second beer and set it on the ground. Chewy gave it such a cautious sniff that he thought she might be part mastiff, part hipster. The Ablondic Tom passed her sniff test and she started lapping it up. He left her to her beer and turned back to the woman.

      “A lot of things have changed, Liv.”

      “Oh,” she mocked. “Then you should buy me a beer and tell me all about it.”

      Jerry nodded with a smile as she grabbed a beer of her own and slid over the bar.

      “What do you want?” she asked, taking a seat. There was no it’s good to see you or how have you been.

      “We need to talk.”

      She wrapped a hand around the glass and took a drink. With a swig down, she set the glass on the bar and smiled. “So. The legendary Librarian. In my little old town.”

      “When you told me you were heading this way I kind of figured you’d be running the place by now.” He was only half kidding. She could talk almost anyone out of anything. Possibly even an empire.

      “Who says I’m not? I may not have a fancy red cape, but who’s to say I’m not the one pulling the strings around here? And just to keep everyone fooled, instead of living across the river in the relative lap of luxury, I’m hiding out in this shit hole to throw everyone off.”

      “If that were the case, I wouldn’t be here.”

      “What are you doing here?” she asked. “I wouldn’t say it’s the best likeness, but your face is plastered all over town between the words WANTED and DEAD. There’s no OR anymore. They took that off a week ago.”

      “I’m here to kill Invictus.”

      Liv had a thousand laughs in her vocabulary, and each one was designed to do one of a thousand things. Break a heart or make it dance. Sway a vote or stay a hand. But this was the first time he’d heard this particular one and figured it might be the first time he heard her laugh betray actual amusement. “Is that right?”

      Jerry stared at her with dead eyes and took a drink of his own.

      “Just you and that dog of yours?”

      He shook his head and set the glass down. “No. We’re going to have some help.”

      “You’re the most wanted man in the city. Who’s going to help you?”

      “You are.”

      This laugh began genuine and turned sarcastic somewhere in the middle.

      “I’m not kidding,” Jerry said.

      “I know you’re not.” She slapped a hand on his knee and shook it. “That’s what’s so funny.”

      “You owe me, Liv.”

      She raised the glass for another drink. “I don’t owe you that much.”

      “You owe me, Liv.”

      “I owe a lot of people. And if you get me killed, they’re not going to be too happy with me, or you. So quit being so selfish
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