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      The car didn’t catch fire until they were at a full stop. This was clearly the Witch’s doing. Arthur should have known.

      His military escorts were afraid, paranoid even. Superstition had spread through their minds with anxious tendrils. The Witch had done her job well, but she could be reeled in just a tad. The fire was now a furious blaze.

      Arthur had heard of the Witch of the Wasteland. He was surprised how quickly the myth had spread, how deep the urban legend had dug in such a short amount of time. Word of her had started to spread after the first raid, but they were only whispers then. After the third, her malice was the talk of the bunker… and now Arthur’s delivery was at her mercy, if mercy was such a thing the Witch was capable of.

      This was the fourth delivery. After months of "processing" the slaves that the IRS had "freed" from Slaver City, official delivery of federal funds to the US Army had begun. On paper, this meant that the IRS was simply sending another government agency the taxes that had been collected and allocated for their end of the federal budget. The human element of this, however, was far more heartbreaking.

      The “taxes” in question were human slaves, a commodity now recognized under “the new economy” of the United Wastes of America. These people were now officially a part of the federal budget, and now that the IRS had just made contact with the remnants of the US Army, these “funds” were being transferred to them, as per law. Half of this was Arthur’s fault.

      When deliveries were not showing up, when reports of a cruel waste witch had returned to the IRS bunker, the US Army got impatient. If raiders or land pirates were stealing their goods, then the Army could do what it did best: kill them all. The IRS had failed to protect its convoy, but there were no salty feelings. They were bureaucrats, after all, the Army was happy to take over security, and the IRS was happy to let them.

      The previous deliveries were shipped by an unarmed Auditor and a single Enforcer, the muscle of the IRS. Arthur’s IRS van heading to General Oswald's base was escorted by a Humvee with two men. During the drive out, dread was the only thing Arthur could feel besides his thunderous heart. He had no idea where the Witch would strike, and the anticipation of the conflict was acidic.

      The blanket of night had settled on the road. They did not stop. Oswald’s men had either never learned that driving at night in the wasteland was taboo, or they didn’t care because no one messed with the Army. Either way, they trucked on, and despite the ulcer that was building inside of Arthur, he followed.

      When they spotted the car blocking the road, the Humvee ahead of Arthur came to a crawl. Arthur parked his government van just behind them. That’s when the car caught fire.

      This was the Witch's doing to the letter. The acrid fumes of smoke snaked upward as flames licked the car. The soldiers were out and in defensive positions in seconds, two of them to the front while one ran to the side of Arthur's van. The slaves behind Arthur, bound by zip ties and fear, murmured their woes. The sudden brightness from the blaze ahead of them was enough to cause Arthur's sight to suffer from sunspots.

      The soldier nearest Arthur pulled the van’s passenger door open. “Is it the Witch?” Arthur asked before the soldier could say anything, “is she here?”

      The soldier was a young man with pimples spread across his face, marking his early vintage. He wore green fatigues that were older than he was, and likely worn by at least two other soldiers before him. They were big and ill-fitting; the sleeves hid his hands. Arthur noticed his frame was skinny and his body language tense. He seemed to cling on to his rifle as if it was the last bit of rope holding him from a cliff face. He was not entirely wrong about that. The Witch was out there and he knew it.

      “There’s no such thing,” he said to Arthur. Was he trying to convince himself or the bureaucrat? Arthur watched as his hands tensed around his rifle, and his head swiveled to his side quickly from nerves. “It’s probably just raiders, sir, I need you to stay inside this van.”

      “You’ve heard the stories though?” Arthur asked, “The IRS can handle raiders, you’ve seen our operations on the field. Do you think we would need your help for simple raiders?”

      The boy shook his head. “There’s no such thing,” he said with little confidence.

      The fire ahead of them leapt up into the air with heat and hunger. The car’s tires popped as the heat melted their rubber. Ahead of them was an inferno blocking the way, behind them a wall of night as dark as the abyss.

      “What have you heard?” Arthur asked.

      The boy left Arthur’s eye contact, he looked over his shoulder, possibly to check that his commanding officer could not hear them. But the commanding officer was too busy searching for the witch himself to pay them any mind. “I heard that she breathes smoke like a dragon, that she litters the road with the skulls of her victims. I heard that she eats her prey.” Saying it out loud made him seem more shaken.

      Arthur pulled out a clipboard. He clicked the top of his pen.

      “…Eats the living, breathes smoke…” he said as he transcribed it down.

      “What are you doing?” the soldier asked.

      “I’m being efficient. It's best to get your paperwork done ahead of time. This is a Violent Incident in the Workplace form, the IRS uses it to chronicle things like death. How did you spell your name?”

      “Everything will be fine,” the boy stated after swallowing his spit. “We’re professionals, there is no witch.”

      The crack of gunfire reverberated the air.

      The other soldier fell to the ground, spraying crimson.

      “I suppose I should have got his name instead,” Arthur said.

      The boy raised his rifle to his shoulder and fired blindly into the night. Sweat dripped from his head as he swung wildly in random directions. When his clip emptied silence reigned the night.

      “It’s the witch!” Arthur said as the boy climbed into the van.

      The boy slammed the door behind him and locked it. “There-there is no such thing,” he said with his eyes closed. Both men ducked down behind the dash.

      “Get us out of here,” the boy begged.

      “I can’t do that,” Arthur replied.

      “What? Why not? Did something happen to the van?”

      “No,” said Arthur, “we were ordered to deliver these people—” Arthur cleared his throat, “these funds to your base. I’m a federal employee and you’re a soldier, we have a duty to perform.”

      “Shit!” the boy cursed, “shit shit shit! She’s going to get us, the witch is going to get us!”

      The back of the van shook with movement. The slaves had to be restless with fear. “We have people— funds, we have U.S. funds to protect,” said Arthur.

      The boy reloaded his rifle. “Right,” he said, “there’s two of us and one of her. How are you with a gun?”

      “I mostly just drop them,” Arthur replied with candid honesty.

      “Shit!” the boy cursed once more, “shit shit shit!”

      The blaze of the fire had died down but was still far from being extinguished. Night would eventually win out over the light of the fire. Darkness would be complete. The Witch was somewhere out there. The Witch was patient.

      Arthur looked down at his clipboard. “Made to watch the others be eaten,” he said as he filled out the form, “before being eaten alive himself.”

      “Will you stop that?!” the boy asked.

      “What? Stop doing my job?” Arthur said incredulously. “I’ll have you know that I very much pride myself in my duty, something that you could learn about. Aren’t you supposed to be protecting us?”

      They heard footsteps. The ruckus from the slaves in the back died down. Both Arthur and the boy forgot to breathe. She was out there.

      The boy gripped his rifle, then slowly unlocked the door. It was now or never. He opened the door and slowly stepped outside, checking his left, then his right. When he turned once more, she was right behind him, her pistol pressed against his temple…
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      “Drop the fucking rifle, pimple dick!” said Rabia. The boy did as he was told.

      “Please don’t eat me!” the boy pleaded as tears threatened the corners of his eyes.

      “Get on your knees!” She screamed back as she kicked-in the back of his leg. Just as quickly as she had appeared, Rabia tied the boy’s hands behind his back as he quietly wept. She cocked her pistol and set it against the back of his head. Then she saw Arthur. “G-Man!” she said with a slight laugh and a wicked grin, “What are you doing here?”

      “Are you going to execute him!?” Arthur asked with a bluster as he got out of the van.

      “What?” replied Rabia as she lowered her pistol, “No! No, I was going to, uh—”

      “You totally were!”

      “Okay, fine! Yes, I was going to kill the boy, he's the enemy, Arthur. Don’t get all attached just because you learned his name.”

      Arthur looked down at his clipboard. “Actually I never got that,” he said. Rabia lifted her gun back up. “Can’t we just maroon him, Rabia? He’s almost as useless as me.”

      “You— You know the witch?!” The boy cried.

      Rabia’s eyes lit up at that. Her smile spread across her face and she lowered her gun. “Is that what you guys are calling me?” she asked, “I’m flattered.” She looked up at Arthur, “Goddammit, the tin soldier can live.” She then walked up to Arthur, held the back of his head toward her own and kissed him affectionately. “You’re rubbing off on me G-Man,” she said still holding his head.

      “You’re sleeping with the witch?!” the boy declared incredulously. Only a slight wind and the howling of fire answered him.

      Leaving Arthur's side, Rabia stepped to the boy and yanked him up on his feet by his bound wrists. "You get to live, pimple dick, now pick a direction and march. Just make sure it isn't the direction I decide to go in!" And with that she kicked him in the ass, launching him forward. The boy ran in the direction he was pointed to. He never looked back.

      He was without water. Without food. Without protection and without a map. Mercy did not have to be kind.

      “Help me with the slaves,” Rabia said as the boy disappeared into the night.

      Arthur followed Rabia to the back of the van and unlocked the back doors, revealing the frightened humanity that was locked inside. Seven slaves peered out at the IRS agents with wide eyes. Three men and four women, each of them dressed in khaki jumpsuits. These were the clothes that the IRS had supplied to them, a one-size-fits-all jumper given to them after they had been counted and processed for delivery. They had been zip-tied by the wrists and ankles and seated uncomfortably in the back of a van not meant to be sat in. These people, once slaves, then “taxes”, would have been “reenlisted draft dodgers” for General Oswald’s army. All titles meant the same thing.

      Rabia holstered her gun, then lit a cigarette and puffed on it greedily. "There are no such things as witches or monsters," she said trying to reassure the silent slaves, "only people, and people are the worst kind of monsters." She stepped into the van and pulled out her knife, a movement that made at least three of the slaves pull backward in fright. She went to work unbinding them.

      When she was done cutting the bonds of the slaves, Rabia turned to her partner. “Arthur,” she said, “what the fuck are you doing out here?”

      Not content to see the misery of bondage simply transferred from The Colonel, the tyrannical boss of Slaver City, to General Franklin Oswald, Arthur and Rabia decided it best to free these slaves themselves. A plan was hatched. The IRS could only process and then deliver these slaves seven at a time. This had less to do with transportation and more to do with bureaucratic fuckery. Arthur acted as an inside man and radioed out to Rabia when the slaves were being transported. Rabia would then intercept and free them. It had worked without a hitch.

      “Why the hell didn’t you tell me about the escorts? If they had been better trained…” Rabia asked as she jumped down from the back of Arthur’s van.

      “No time. The escort arrived only minutes before I was supposed to leave,” Arthur replied. “By the time I found out I was ordered to be the delivery person it was already happening.” Arthur’s eyes darted from the ground and then back up to meet Rabia’s. “I was terrified the entire way here that the plan wouldn’t work.”

      The slaves slowly climbed out of the van, following Rabia, yet not quite sure how to proceed. Rabia smiled as a cloud of smoke got caught under the brim of her hat. “So you spread terror into their paranoid minds with ‘the witch’ thing,” she said.

      “I fed into their fears,” Arthur replied, “but they already believed in the witch before we got here!” He turned his head towards the still burning car that was only a short distance away. “How long have you been doing this?! This is totally not what we agreed on. What happened to luring them out with your, uh, feminine wiles?”

      “Did you actually think I was going to do that?!” Rabia yelled as smoke jetted from her nostrils. “There is no way in the coldest depths of hell that I was going to debase myself like that!” The freed slaves behind them took a step back into the van. “This plan is far better than me pretending to be some half-naked damsel to lure them off of the road. I’m a professional, Arthur!”

      The fires of the car still burned, the scent of melted rubber and lit gasoline strangled the air. Arthur clicked the top of his pen. “Well, now there’s a myth that a powerful witch is preying on the IRS,” he said. “You have the agency so spooked that they’ve escalated their security!” He looked down at his clipboard and read the notes he had taken from the boy. “Have you been littering the streets with skulls?”

      The slaves kept as quiet as children watching their parents fight. "So what if I have?" Rabia said with her arms crossed. "It's none of your business what I do with my skulls!" An angry quiet followed. The car still burned. If Arthur was another person, she would have thrown something by now, but she pulled deeply on her cigarette and uncrossed her arms. "It wouldn't have worked long term anyway," she said with an even tone, "either of the plans would have come to this. Oswald will send out even more next time, and Boyd is obviously suspicious if he sent you."

      Arthur looked down at his clipboard but read nothing from it. He clicked the top of his pen twice as his shoulders deflated. “I know,” he admitted. “What are we going to do?”

      The IRS was too big to fight, especially with just the handful of people resisting them. And now? They had to fight the Army too.

      “Excuse me?” a woman said climbing out of the van, “are you going to put that fire out?”

      Rabia shrugged, “Why?” she asked.

      After the slaves had all walked out of the van, Rabia led the group on foot. Arthur had not seen what Rabia’s operation had looked like since they parted, about a week after the war on Slaver City. She was excited to show him what she had been up to. The walk was silent, and as they traveled further away from the glow of the fire only the sound of footsteps could be heard.

      They walked for hours before they came across a small clearing. Makeshift tents made of tarps and junk had been set up in a circle, all of them empty. Rabia halted the group. She set about disarming a length of tripwire then turned to the slaves, “Follow me single file into the camp, we’re surrounded by claymore mines.” She laughed heartily then and turned to Arthur. “Blew up a coyote suffering from radiation poisoning the other night while my brain was soaking in LSD. I was convinced that I had murdered my spirit animal.” Arthur apparently failed to see what was funny. “It was hilarious!” she reassured them.

      Once they were past Rabia's deathtraps, she led them into the camp proper. Arthur was the last to enter. "Listen up people!" Rabia announced. "This is a temporary stop for the night. Tomorrow you will be back on the road because we do not drive at night. I will take you to a new settlement, whether or not you choose to stay there is your choice, you are free now." The mood amongst the people had lightened dramatically. "There are enough tents here for each person, how you decide to divide them is up to you but the one in the very back is mine." The freed people thanked Rabia profusely.

      Only two of the slaves, both men, had chosen to bunk together. The rest were alone. Rabia grabbed Arthur by the hand and led him to her tent. “I’m surprised you built this many tents,” Arthur said before they entered hers.

      “A free woman needs solitary walls of her own,” she replied simply.

      The inside of Rabia’s blue tarp tent was exactly what Arthur should have expected, so Rabia stood inside with no shame. There were more guns than comfort, and her mad eccentricities had been peppered in between. Besides the occasional coyote skull and drug kit, there was a taxidermied peacock standing majestically on top of a steamer chest labeled “escalation”. It was an organized mess. Arthur’s meticulous brain must be reeling in horror, she thought.

      “Er, uh, where did you find that?” Arthur asked, pointing at the peacock.

      Rabia paused and squinted at the bird, “I have no idea…” she said with an ominous tone. “I woke up with it after a bender.” She put her cigarette out and removed her boots, moving towards the center of the tent. She then turned around, and her brown eyes softened as she smiled. She grabbed his hand. “Come on,” she said sweetly, “share a blanket with me.”

      There was much to discuss. Their plans were fucked, and she had to think of a way to get Arthur back to the IRS, but there was always tomorrow. At that moment, Rabia could not get his clothes off fast enough.
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      It was hard not to think of last night’s raid as their last. Arthur knew that their efforts to free the slaves before they made their destination would not be indefinite, something Rabia was more vocal about than he was… Yet neither of them had thought it would have ended so fast. Though the seven freed slaves ate with renewed spirits and relief, Arthur’s breakfast was somber and quiet.

      The sun rose over the landscape revealing the land’s barren and dead nature. Once, the area was covered in trees, the only sign of humankind being the concrete road and the telephone poles that followed it. Once, there was a difference between the trees and the poles. Once, the trees were alive with all the meaning that held, while the poles stood dead—but had utility. Now each was just dead and without purpose. If trees never seeded here again and humans lived on, would they know the difference between the two, beyond a simple aesthetic? Arthur did not know, but the more time he spent outside of the bunker the more concerned he was with the future of his species.

      It was easy to get wrapped up in the selfish desires of the IRS bunker. Promotion, pension, the extra coffee ration, these were as far ahead as anyone thought. But now Arthur stood side by side with people he had helped free not once, but twice. Now Arthur worried if his actions mattered. His and Rabia’s short resistance to the machinations of the IRS and the US Army had yielded results, but would they be lasting? The only place Arthur knew of with safe walls and lasting food was the IRS, and it had counted these people as an inventory. Would none of this matter if these seven died, or were captured shortly after? It was hard to say.

      While this futile thinking was new to Arthur, he knew that it was a form of the abyss that Rabia had grown up with. Once they were done eating directly out of canned goods (everything from corn to dog food) she was all business. Arthur was grateful for her direction.

      With the early morning new, Rabia seemed confident that no one was on the road yet. She told him that raiders and land pirates were usually late to rise due to their hangovers from motor rum or rampant cannibalism. Only caravans woke this early, but they were likely to stay away from the area after spotting Rabia's fire the night before. “The IRS and the Army are each a day away in either direction,” she said, “We have that much time before either thinks something is up.” They made the trek back over to the van the same way that they came: in a single file line and silent.

      Once they were back at the van, the sun’s rays had turned from blood orange to yellow. The painted sky had settled to a dull blue. The slaves returned to the back of the van and Rabia drove it off the road and in the general direction of their camp— slowly. The van was not equipped for a speedy off-road excursion. She explained to Arthur, who sat up front next to her, that she was using the IRS’s vans as a form of payment to the settlement for taking on more souls. The settlement would drain it of whatever gas was left and sell it to caravans or the more amicable land pirates and would then transform it into a makeshift hut. In exchange, the slaves could stay if they wanted and Rabia would get rations and medicine. The settlement was a small trading hub for those passing by and had a weak farming attempt.

      Arthur fought off the urge to audit them; there was no way that they were paying taxes. That was none of his business any more, but still…

      “They are a Yesterday’s Saints cult,” Rabia said keeping an eye on the ground ahead of her. “They always want to talk about the apocalypse like it hasn’t happened yet and frown on fun.” She took a drag on her cigarette and turned the van to avoid a large rock. “Fun, of course, meaning drugs, sex and just about anything I’m passionate about," she said, "Not paperwork and line queueing.” Arthur did not respond to the light jab at his personality. “Still,” she said, “good people, if not a little crazy
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