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      Even a mushroom cloud has a silver lining.

      No one ever sees the good in an apocalypse. And that’s understandable. A lot of bad things happen when the world blows up. But then it’s all crying about the loss of family and the failure of our society. “Waaah, waaah, waaah, what have we done?”

      Sure, there’s that. But what about the good things brought about by the end of the world? Global warming? It’s no longer a problem. And with no more global warming, there are no more whiny hippies.

      True, it’s not all green trees and dead hippies. There are real dangers out there: toxins, disease, big scary bears that have mutated to become bigger and scarier.

      But here—here in the walls of your city—lies hope. Look around. You’ve already overcome so much. You’ve beaten the elements. You’ve provided food for an entire community. You’ve managed to live together without killing one another or being annoyed by the stink that most of you are putting off.

      And, there in that willingness to turn your nose, not up in the air, but toward your funky smelling brethren, lies hope. Hope that we can rebuild this world. Into a braver world, a saner world—a braver world that’s much more sane.

      A world where no child need cry for dinner. A world where no child need cry because he is afraid. A world where no child need cry because you didn’t buy him that ring pop at checkout, even though you know that he’ll never finish it and it will just end up a sticky mass of carpet lint and hair somewhere under the seat of the car. A world where no child need cry for want of shelter or love. A world where that child will finally just shut his cake hole.

      This is your chance to make the world the way you want it to be. A loving world. A free world.

      Are you going to surrender this chance? God, or Russia, or somebody, has seen fit to wipe the slate clean. Now we can apply what we know not to do to make a better world for our children—and their children, and their children, and maybe a few generations beyond that.

      You’ve already assumed the right to govern yourself, the responsibility to function under a social contract that apparently didn’t mandate bathing.

      You are now free men and women. Are you going to let these men that gather at your gates take that from you? Just because they’re stronger? Just because they have an army of merciless killers? Just because they armed that army with chains and blades? And harnessed the power of the mighty and noble buffalo and turned them against you as the menacing war bison? Are you? Or do you accept this responsibility, this glorious burden, to wrestle from these ashes of mankind a better kind of man?

      Stand. Stand against this threat. Stand with your heads held high—for you are the true possessors of this world’s future. Stand proud. And I will stand with you.

      
        
        This is our world to rebuild. Not theirs. Ours. So let’s not fuck it up.

      

      

      

      - The post-apocalyptic nomadic warrior, from a speech given at the gates of Eternal Hope, Colorado, moments before the Massacre of Eternal Hope, Colorado.
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      Jimmy Edwards had touched his first breast in the big steel barn that stood in the middle of the North Texas prairie. It was a girl’s breast; it had belonged to Susan Gilmore, and the contact had been purely accidental.

      The two had been playing tag at a birthday party. Jimmy was It and Susan ducked into the barn with the boy close behind her. Giggling as she ran, she tried to decide if she was going to let the boy catch her. She thought he was cute, so her plan was to pretend to let the boy corner her and maybe, just maybe, let him tag her a couple of times here and there.

      Her plan had not accounted for the wasp. As she rounded the corner into the barn, it buzzed so close to her face that she would swear she could feel the air from its wings on her nose.

      Squealing, she turned to run away from the yellow-and-black threat.

      Jimmy, his arms outstretched, was not prepared for her sudden turn. His young hand filled with boob. A brief moment of realization overcame him and he smiled just before his head collided with Susan Gilmore’s face, bloodied her nose, and knocked her to the cement floor of the big steel barn.

      Apologies spewed from his lips as he tried to help her up, but Susan Gilmore had decided that she didn’t like Jimmy anymore and she slapped away his hand. Gripping her nose and tilting her head back, she ran off to find her mom.

      Jimmy stared at his hand in amazement. He vowed never to wash it again.

      Through sputtering gasps, Susan told her mother about the wasp and the collision that had bloodied her nose, probably ruined her looks, and threatened her future social life.

      Jimmy found his friends and told them about the boob.

      For many years the boob touching and nose breaking were the most noteworthy thing to ever happen in the big steel barn. Then the world blew up.

      After the apocalypse, the barn transitioned from a mythical location that had grown infamous through playground lore into the administration building of the town of New Hope.

      Weddings, baptisms, elections, chili contests, and more soon trumped the tag incident as the most important events to occur in the building.

      A democracy had been formed in its now-sacred walls; a constitution was written and ratified. This social contract between three dozen citizens had been put into print, signed, framed, and hung on the wall conveniently covering a verse of Sharpie scrawled graffiti that read, “Jim was it, grabbed a tit, Susan threw a big fit.”

      From that day on, all town business was conducted in the big steel barn.

      

      “Vocation?”

      “Post-apocalyptic nomadic warrior.”

      “Nomad,” the man said to himself as he scratched at a piece of paper with the nub of a pencil.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t say nomad. Post-apocalyptic nomadic warrior.”

      “What’s the difference?”

      “It’s a pretty big difference.”

      Roy Tinner was a balding man and refused to admit it. He sat on the town council and had volunteered long ago to interview any visitors that may wander into the gates of his fair town. Though small in stature, and more than a little heavyset, he viewed himself as the first and best line of defense the town of New Hope had against the threat of immigrants, idiots, and those who happened to be both.

      “Fine, I’ll put nomadic warrior.”

      “But, that’s not it. It’s post-apocalyptic nomadic warrior.”

      Roy looked up from the handwritten form. “Look. You can’t have a time reference in your vocation.”

      “Yes, I can.”

      “Who does that? No one does that. Farmers don’t call themselves pre-winter harvesters. There’s no point. A farmer is a farmer whenever he’s a farmer. Same with a nomadic warrior or ... whatever.”

      “I’m not a farmer, good sir. I could have been a farmer. I could have been anything: a water purifier, gasoline refiner, scavenger, hunter, gatherer, post-apocalyptic dentist …

      “But I chose to be a post-apocalyptic nomadic warrior. And, in doing so, I have mastered the skills necessary to survive the mutants, toxins, gangs, and other dangers in the wasteland. I can survive in the Great Western Wastes, the Poisoned Pacific Northwest, or Detroit.

      “I have studied weaponology, mechanics, electronics, and engineering. I can weld and shoot straighter than most any man.

      “I have studied psychology, strategy, and Dale Carnegie.

      “It’s for all of these reasons and more that I ask you to, please, list my occupation as post-apocalyptic nomadic warrior.”

      The apocalypse had bred a tremendous amount of weirdos and Roy Tinner had met his fair share. Many had genuinely gone crazy dealing with the devastation and loss of family and friends. Others had seen the world-ending event as a chance to start over, redefined themselves, and created a life they could never have achieved in a civilized society.

      Some claimed to be celebrities; if they didn’t resemble the famous person, they would claim that they had been disfigured by one of the many agents used in the warheads.

      A few claimed to be royalty, declaring themselves kings or queens of vast swaths of land or states, if not the country or continent.

      The man who sat before him, however, was not trying to make such a claim. This nomad that sat before the councilman believed every word he had said. Etching on his duster was proof of countless days spent in the wasteland—the canvas was frayed by nights spent on rock and rough ground. Calloused hands told of a life of physical labor. A sharpness in the nomad’s eyes convinced the councilman that the man in front of him was not crazy.

      Conviction, not pride, had prompted the man before him to request the title. The councilman could see that. Like the master mason or the decorated soldier, it was respect that this man was looking for. Respect, not for himself, but for the craft he studied. An acknowledgment of the dedication, the thousands of hours spent mastering the skills that defined his ilk was all he sought. The recognition was not only for himself, but also for others in his trade.

      Raising a soiled handkerchief from the desk, the councilman dabbed at the sweat on his brow as he studied the man. Roy could respect the nomad for making a fuss over the entry on the form—but he didn’t have to.

      Roy picked up the pencil and began to write, “Nomadic Warrior.”

      “You can’t spell apocalyptic, can you?”

      “Of course I can spell apocalyptic! We’ve all been living in a post-apocalyptic world for seven years now. You don’t think I’ve had to write apocalyptic over and over again?” He looked back to the paper and paused.

      “A-p-o-c-a-l-y-p-t-i-c.”

      The councilman took a deep breath and scribbled furiously, “... alyptic nomadic ...” he trailed off and finished writing the full occupation, curving the last few letters of “warrior” up the edge of the page to fit.

      “Name?”

      “That’s up to you.”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “Well, not you per say. The town.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “The first rule of being a post-apocalyptic nomadic warrior is that you don’t have a name. Eventually, the people I help will give me a nickname, never wanting to know the real me.”

      “What?”

      “That’s okay. It makes writing the folklore easier.”

      “That’s ridiculous.”

      “No, it’s not. All post-apocalyptic nomadic warriors don’t have names.”

      “Sure they do.”

      “No, they don’t. Did the man with no name have a name? No, he didn’t. What’s-his-face didn’t have one either. Neither did the stranger.”

      Before the apocalypse, Roy Tinner’s blood pressure had been high, a condition the doctors had attributed to overeating and overreacting to just about everything. Even though the doctors vaporized, melted, exploded, rotted, or had been eaten, like most of the world’s population, he felt it was best to behave as though his stress levels had not been reduced since the sweeping destruction of society and man.

      Relaxing had never come easy to him, but he did his best to ease the muscles in his neck and smiled at the infuriating nomad. “Well, what should I write down?”

      “Just leave it blank. You can fill it in later once I’m given a nickname.”

      “I’m thinking of one right now,” the councilman muttered as he struck a line through the field on the form. “And why do you want to become a citizen of the town of New Hope?”

      “Oh. I don’t want to be a citizen.”

      “Then what are you doing here?”

      “The way it usually works is that I help out a bit—fix crops or irrigation systems, help out rebuilding things, that kind of stuff. Then, someone will get sick or hurt. I’ll come through, against impossible odds, endear myself to the town, get the girl, and be on my way.”

      An image of the nomad hitting the ground, face first, outside the gates of the town flickered in his mind and generated a genuine smile across Roy Tinner’s face. Seeing it happen would be easy enough, but the mayor wanted the nomad here.

      Frustration drove the huff from Roy’s plump lips; he grabbed the form from the desk and tore it up.

      “Is there a problem?” the nomad asked.

      Tinner grunted as he pushed himself away from the desk. The squeaky protest of a broken caster rang out as the chair rolled back a few feet and ground to a sudden halt. Inertia tried to topple the heavyset man from his seat when the office chair came to a jarring stop. Weight won out against physics; the councilman fell to his feet and stood to cross the room.

      “That form was for new citizens. I’m going to need a different one.”

      His destination was a beaten filing cabinet, but he made sure to cross in front of two mayoral election posters on the near wall. These two campaign ads represented the fledgling democracy that was New Hope, but they looked as if they belonged in a high school hallway, not a functioning post-apocalyptic society.

      Incumbent Mayor Wilson sought a seventh term and promised to “Give Everyone Hope.” An illustration of the smiling public official lacked just a little in proportion, but was a fair depiction of the man the nomad had met at the town gates. The candidate’s arms were opened wide. A welcoming smile beamed across his lips.

      Roy Tinner stopped in front of the Wilson campaign poster and blocked it from the nomad’s line of sight, leaving only the “Tinner for Mayor” poster visible.

      “Keep Hope Alive,” was the line that underscored the poorly rendered stick figure that the nomad could only assume was supposed to be councilman Roy with his arms crossed. Heavy lines above the eyes indicated a sterner approach to governing, or hairy eyebrows.

      Roy reached the filing cabinet, wrestled the top drawer open, and thumbed through a series of handwritten forms. Creaks groaned from the cabinet as it strained to support the large frame that leaned on it for support. Heavy breaths emanated from the councilman as he concentrated.

      “How’s the campaign going?” The nomad now saw the furled brow, depicted with multiple marker lines in the poster, reflected on the man himself.

      Tinner grunted and continued to leaf through the pages.

      “When’s the election?”

      Roy glanced over the top of the papers. “That’s town business,” he said and licked his thumb again to continue the search for the document.

      The nomad nodded and decided to give up the pursuit of small talk. But when Roy moved on to another drawer, he felt the urge to fill the silence.

      “Your town sure has a lot of paperwork.”

      Roy grunted again. This time it was in pleasant agreement. He had designed every form in the filing cabinet. One final stroke of his thumb against his tongue helped him through five more pages.

      “Ah, here it is.” Roy sat back in the chair. Four thrusts of his hips brought him back to the table where he slapped down the blank piece of paper. “The form for transient assholes.”

      “Hey now. I’m just here to help.”

      “And how can you help?”

      “My skills are useful in many areas. Do you need any rare antibiotics retrieved from a hostile area?”

      “No, we’ve got plenty of medicine: penicillin, painkillers, varying strengths of Advil.” Roy counted the medicines off on plump fingers.

      “Are your crops dying and you don’t know why?”

      “Bumper crops.”

      “Anyone disappear mysteriously while strolling outside of the city walls?”

      Roy shook his head, “All strollers accounted for.”

      “How about—”

      “Look. We don’t need your help. We’re doing just fine here. We don’t need pharmacists or farmers. We’ve got plenty of welders and ranchers. I don’t think there is anything you could do ... unless.”

      For the first time since greeting the nomad, his brow unfurled. Roy spotted an opportunity. Despite his more annoying qualities, the nomad appeared to be in excellent shape. He was fit, and not just for a wanderer of the wasteland.

      The Tinner Titans kickball team was playing in the championship against the only other team in town and had need of a shortstop; Mrs. Ellison had been placed on the injured list since an unfortunate cakewalk accident earlier in the week.

      As coach, Tinner would win bragging rights over the mayor if his team could beat Wilson’s Wild Ones. This nomad before him could be the ringer he needed.

      Roy leaned forward in his chair, “As a post-apocalyptic nomadic warrior, you must have excellent hand-eye coordination.”

      Mirroring the lean, the nomad nodded his response.

      “You roam the lands—your thighs must be tremendous.”

      The nomad leaned back, shifted in his seat, and nodded with less enthusiasm.

      Roy leaned back in the chair. The caster chirped. Roy smiled, displaying an orthodontist’s dream. He sprung the question, “Do you play kickball, Mr. No Name?”

      “Not since elementary school. No.”

      Roy tapped the eraser against the metal desk and dropped the pencil. “Well, then, I think we’re done here. It seems we have little need for a non-kickball playing post-apocalyptic nomadic warrior here in New Hope.”

      “Maybe not now. But as soon as you ask me to leave, trouble will show up at your door.”

      “Trouble? What trouble? I don’t know if you’ve noticed this in all of your nomadic wandering or not, but the post-apocalyptic world isn’t all that bad.

      “In fact, we the people of New Hope kind of like it. Things are quiet. We’re all neighbors again. There is no TV to distract us, no rat race to frustrate us, and the weather has been fairly pleasant.”

      “Complacency precedes catastrophe, or so they say,” the nomad said.

      “Who say?”

      “I say.”

      “You say?”

      “I say.”

      “Well, let me say this—we are hardly complacent. We have planted our fields to provide enough food to last through winter, medical stores to cover any ailment, and doctors to tell us what that ailment is.

      “We have shelter, a well and filtration system for endless drinking water. We’re raising livestock. We’ve formed a government. We are hardly complacent. We are prepared.”

      “That’s why you’re in danger.”

      Roy Tinner had been called many names in his life: fat, bastard, and fat bastard among other things. Some of these things dealt with hygiene issues, others with his taste in clothes, music, and athletic proficiency. Once, he was called an ass in one language while someone else called him a hole in a completely different language. Of all the things he had been called, patient wasn’t one of them. Even nurses had found different ways to refer to him.

      He had a town to run, a campaign to manage, an election to win, and gates to seal against outsiders; this nomad was wasting time. Pounding the desk, he stood to the full height of his small stature.

      “Tell me who, stranger. Who poses us a danger? Psychos in hockey masks? Cannibals? Killer clowns from outer space?”

      The nomad hesitated to answer. “Some are, yes. But not the clowns, no, I don’t see that happening. That one you made up. But the cannibals, psychos and such, yes.”

      “Then our walls will keep them out. Until someone can show me proof that our lives are threatened, this town doesn’t need a post-apocalyptic nomadic warrior eating its food and preying on its women. The only real threat we have here is strangers coming into town and trying to con us.”

      The nomad put up his hands in defense. “Okay, okay. That’s great. You say you have no troubles? Fine. Good.” Defeated, he stood to leave.

      The walls of the metal barn flexed and rumbled at the opening of one of the doors. It boomed even louder when the door shut, announcing the arrival of a beautiful blonde.

      Homespun fabric draped her body. It was apparent that someone in town possessed exceptional seamstress skills and this woman displayed them in the best possible way. The light fabric danced about her figure as she crossed the room to the mayor’s office. She paid no attention to the two men.

      Roy Tinner and the nomad watched her as she walked. The nomad sat back down and started to fill out the form. “Do you have any welding that needs done?”
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      Graceful until impact, the nomad glided through the air and landed hard on the ground outside the gates of New Hope.

      Chin up, chest out, feet arching behind his back to touch, for only a moment, the top of his ears, the landing would have been considered one of the great pratfalls of history had it not caused such pain.

      Striking the ground with his face first did little to distribute the force across his body. Forced breath blew dust from the ground as the wind was forced from his lungs. After catching his breath, he began to probe his teeth with his tongue to make sure that all were still present in his face.

      Corrugated metal rumbled as the gate to the town bounced across the ground, digging ruts into the dry clay soil of the former North Texas prairie. It closed, rattling one last time as a solid piece of lumber fell into place and sealed him off from the first fresh vegetables, fruit, and meat he had come across in weeks.

      The nomad rolled into a sitting position and stretched his jaw back into place. Finding the proper placement for his feet was more difficult than he thought it should have been, but he was able to stand and turn to face the town. Gritty earth fell from his palms as he brushed them together and knocked dirt from the worn fabric of his jacket.

      The ringing in his head intensified as he yelled over the wall, “You’re going to need a post-apocalyptic nomadic warrior sooner or later!”

      “We’ll get another one,” was the distant reply from the other side of the wall.

      It hurt to hear his own voice and for a moment he thought he might be sick, but he yelled back, “Oh, yeah? From where?”

      “Hello, Bookworm.” The voice was smooth, tempered, and made the nomad wince. He dropped his head and a heavy sigh escaped his lips. The nomad turned to face the man who had addressed him.

      “Hello, Logan.”

      The foundry that was the wasteland had forged many hardened men like Logan. Savage beasts, brutal men, and other dangers had given many a haggard look. Few, however, were able to convert the lacerations, beatings, and hardships into a look such as his.

      Hardly disfigurements, his scars wore as accessories instead of detriments. Each scar held a position on the rugged and handsome face that would place it on a wish list for leading men in any action film, rather than on a dermatologist’s surgical schedule.

      Even this man’s clothes had shaped the wasteland’s effects to his benefit. From his jacket to his boots, every tear, shred, and burn had the feel of comfortable jeans filled with marks that were stories, not stains. Tales, not tears. Each mark was a treasured memory—each was a chapter of a biography.

      Logan’s boots were beaten black leather that had never seen a shine and would reject any polish that dared come near the full grain leather. Hundreds of miles had pounded the soles to the point of repair several times over.

      He stood, his feet crossed, leaning against the side of a ravaged black Mustang GT that looked not unlike its owner. Sheet metal showed through the faded paint at all points of the car from unfortunate journeys through sandstorms, near misses with debris, and untold battles across the wasteland.

      Despite the bashed body panels and rough exterior, a low roar rumbled from the dual exhaust pipes. Even at idle, the engine made its aftermarket work evident as its breathing swirled dust into devils and its power bounced rocks away from the tires.

      A dog of indistinguishable breed sat in the passenger seat, disinterested in the conversation.

      “Still having trouble convincing people you can help them, I see.” Logan placed a hand-rolled cigarette between his lips and lit it with a Zippo that currently used cologne as fuel. Even his lighter smelled manly.

      “There’s always another town,” the nomad said as he continued to dust himself off.

      “Give it up, Bookworm. You’re not cut out for this line of work.”

      “I’m not comparing résumés again, Logan. I’m just trying to help people.”

      “That’s what makes us different. You’re trying to help people. I am helping people.”

      “No. What makes us different is that ugly mullet you refuse to get cut.”

      “Hair jokes? Really?”

      “It’s no joke, Logan. No amount of nukes could bomb us back far enough in time to make that haircut cool again.”

      “Don’t be petty.”

      “You’re the one trying to be Petty or some other NASCAR driver. I could never tell them apart.”

      Logan took a long drag and exhaled the smoke before answering. “I’m not doing this with you. I’m here to help the good people of ... Where the hell is this?”

      “New Hope.”

      “Really?”

      The nomad nodded. “No marks for originality.”

      Logan shook his head and chuckled. “Another great new democracy?”

      “I’ve seen greater.”

      “It doesn’t matter. I’m going to help them,” said Logan

      “They say they don’t need any help.”

      “No, Bookworm. They said they don’t need your help. I’m sure they’ll listen to me.” Logan reached into the Mustang and pulled out a satchel. Its leather was as worn as that of his boots. Slinging it over his shoulder, he whistled to his dog and started moving toward the town gate.

      Nails clicked against the sheet metal as the mutt scrambled out of the car and rushed to be at its master’s side. Mottled, gray, and missing the top half of one ear, the dog looked as if it had lost as many fights as it had won. It caught up to Logan and strolled at his side as the man strode toward the gate.

      As he passed by the nomad, Logan put a hand out and rested it on the man’s shoulder.

      “I’m serious, Bookworm. You need to find something else to do. This line of work isn’t for you. I say that because I care.”

      “You say that because I’m the competition.”

      “I say that because of Eternal Hope, Colorado! Do you want to lead more people to their slaughter?”

      “Colorado wasn’t my fault.” It wasn’t an argument, but a sheepish reaction, a defensive reflex. He didn’t believe it himself.

      “I was there. You designed the defenses. You said they would hold.” Logan dropped his hand from the nomad’s shoulder.

      “They should have held.”

      Logan’s voice calmed. “They didn’t hold. And we both know what happened next.”

      Transported back to the courtyard of Eternal Hope, Colorado, the nomad went silent; his eyes went blank. The screams of hundreds surrounded him. Men and women died at his feet. Children pleaded for help as they were carried away.

      Acrid smoke had filled his nostrils that day as he screamed commands and struck at everything within his reach. The explosives the raiders had used were crude, but effective at making things explode. Destruction surrounded him; shrapnel had struck his leg and limited his movements. Rage had carried him forward, fighting on, but his efforts could not stop the slaughter.

      “You’re no warrior, Bookworm. You’re a librarian. You don’t have what it takes.” Logan looked around. “It even looks like your own dog has left you.”

      The veil of memory lifted. The screams stopped. The nomad’s eyes focused. He looked around the area. “Where’s Chewy?”

      A sharp bang of metal rang out from the town’s gate. A yelp carried over the wall. Shouting followed. A low bark was the final sound from inside the town. Metal rumbled like thunder as the town gates scraped open just far enough for a large dog to slip through. The gate slammed shut again.

      At 170 pounds and almost three feet tall at the shoulder, it was hard to tell if the giant dog had a piece of lettuce hanging from its jowls or an entire head locked within its jaws.

      Regardless, it was pleased with its prize. The canine pranced to the nomad and sat in front of him. Brown eyes stared into his, looking for praise.

      Chewy was a mastiff mixed with something brown. She bore the size and stature of her dominant breed, but possessed a thinner jaw line than a purebred mastiff.

      “At least your dog got fed.”

      Chewy turned and growled at Logan—the threatening posture was made less intimidating by the lettuce leaf flapping like a limp flag from her jowls.

      The gray mutt at Logan’s heel stepped in front of its master. Its hackles were raised.  Its teeth gleamed.

      “Down, Chewy,” the nomad commanded.

      The mastiff ceased her growling and sat back down—quiet and content to chew on the lettuce. He placed his hand on the dog’s broad head and stroked it, making sure to scratch behind the ears.

      “Your dog knows when to quit, Bookworm. You should too. Get out of the game before it kills you.”

      Logan strolled to the gate and rang the doorbell.

      The nomad turned his back to the town of New Hope and, with the mastiff at his side, walked into the wasteland that had been North Texas.

      

      Logan watched the pair walk away as he waited for someone to answer the door. The gray dog continued to growl. Logan made no move to correct the dog.

      A loud groan brought his attention back to the gate.

      Roy Tinner peered through a crack in the door. “This door isn’t light. I’m not opening it without a damn good reason.”

      “You’ll want to see what I have to show you,” Logan said.

      “I doubt that.”

      Logan placed a cigarette between his lips and said nothing. The councilman’s face hardened. His eyes narrowed—trying to stare down the man outside while struggling to peer through the crack in the gateway.

      Logan’s face held little expression minus the slight smirk of an upturned corner of his mouth.

      A muffled voice came from behind the gate and the man behind the door broke the stare. “It’s another one,” he said to the muffled voice.

      It was a boisterous muffle, but Logan could not distinguish the words being spoken.

      “He’s probably no different from the last one,” Roy responded.

      There was more boisterous mumbling and Tinner’s expression changed. The scowl disappeared and was replaced with a politician’s practiced smile. “Can we help you?”

      “No. But I can help you.”

      Patience had never come easy to the councilman and he had already used what little he had dealing with the fool who was now walking away. His smile disappeared.

      “Look, I already did this once today.” Roy thrust a thumb at the nomad in the distance. “What the hell do you want?”

      “I’m a post-apocalyptic nomadic warrior. And you’re going to need my help.”

      “Look. I’m going to tell you what I told the last nomadic warrior that came through here. We don’t have any problems. There aren’t any roving gangs. There aren’t any sinister people out there looking to do us harm. The biggest problem we seem to have is that the damn doorbell still works.” Smiling, he reached out of the gate and hit the button several times.

      Logan smirked. It never ceased to amaze him how citizens felt safe behind their walls. Communities had banded together and labored to drive stakes, weld joints and fortify these barriers to feel sheltered, to define themselves as a people set apart from the rest, never realizing for a moment that they were building a prison for themselves.

      Explaining this could take hours and result in a slammed door. Today, Logan had no reason to argue.

      Without losing the man’s gaze, Logan reached into the worn leather satchel and withdrew a cracked and cobbled Flip video camera. Its case was all but shattered; duct tape held it together, as it did so many things in the new world. Spliced wires ran to several batteries that had been bundled together to replace an internal power source that had long since died. The patchwork of wires and Arkansas chrome wasn’t an elegant solution, but it worked.

      Logan pressed play.

      The councilman watched, unmoved. A moment later he tore the device from the man’s hands, drawing the tiny screen closer to his face.

      “What town is this?”

      “This was Vita Nova. Not far from here.”

      The councilman strained to push the door open farther. “Come in. Bring the camera.”
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      “Vita Nova ... sounds nice.” The nomad held the map page out for the dog to see.

      He had traded a bottle of hydrogen peroxide and an issue of Mad magazine for the worn atlas page when he had come across a scavenger a couple of weeks earlier.

      The scavenger had been covered in scabs and sores. The peroxide was what he needed, but he seemed more excited to do the fold in on the back cover of the magazine. Coughing and chuckling, he had scored the page and laughed uproariously when the image revealed itself.

      It was a toilet.

      Information was not given freely on the road. In a world where so many had so little, everything had become a commodity. Water sources and the location of supplies were the most valuable, if their existence could be verified. The location of towns was not as valuable, but he was still surprised to get the map for such a price.

      Only the eastern half of the state was included in the deal; it had been torn from a two-page spread in an old road atlas. By its very nature, any information on the hand-drawn map was suspect, but even general locations would help anyone forced to travel the roads.

      Amateur cartography had fallen out of vogue long before the apocalypse, so he was surprised to see that this map’s maker had included something as basic as a key. The scraggly drawn box in the corner indicated symbols that had become commonplace in the new world. Like a post-apocalyptic hobo code, scrawled symbols on rocks and roadsides warned travelers of poisoned wells, irradiated areas, and dangerous creature habitats. These symbols had permeated the culture and been spread across the continent by roamers, scavengers, and people that crossed the great wastes in hopes of finding some mythical city that had survived the bombs.

      New settlements and unique landmarks were marked by hand: towns, trading posts, radioactive hot spots, and more were hashed onto the old paper. The nomad made a mental note of Vita Nova’s location, folded the map, and shoved it back inside his duster.

      Chewy barked.

      “Well, as nice a place as any.”

      The massive dog barked again, then whimpered.

      “I know. They didn’t even let us stay for dinner. At least you got some fresh greens.”

      He scratched the dog’s large square head. This affection was reciprocated with a moist tongue on his fingers.

      “Don’t worry. There’s food in the truck.” They had been walking for forty-five minutes and he began to regret parking so far from the town of New Hope. The walled settlement was no longer visible and they still had a fair distance to travel.

      It was quiet. Even the ceaseless sounds of the cicadas had ceased. Despite his dog’s presence, he felt very much alone.

      New Hope was the first real town they had found in weeks. Chewy was a good friend, but it wouldn’t hurt to talk to a person about the weather, the apocalypse, or some other manner of small talk.

      It was true that almost every city that had not been wiped out during the apocalypse had at least one resident. More times than not it was a crotchety man that refused to leave his home. Years of solitude, however, tended to drive these hermits insane. Insane people made for poor company and were difficult to talk to, as their imaginary friends kept interrupting.

      Chewy and the nomad had spent days outside of New Hope before he had mustered the courage to approach the town. He had considered a ruse, posing as a farmer, a douser, a scavenger—anything but a post-apocalyptic nomadic warrior. It would have been easier. Few resisted the help of a skilled douser. But it would not have been honest.

      So now it was on to Vita Nova. Another town, another chance to help, and another chance at fresh food and some company.

      Distance was no judge of time. It was hard to say how long the trip would take just by looking at the map. Vita Nova wasn’t far, but road conditions were unpredictable. Evacuations had been poorly planned and were sporadic at best. This left one to only guess at where the shells of rusting vehicles would be clustered on the roads. Bridges could be out. Barricades could be left intact. It could take a few hours or several days before they reached the town.

      Looking west, he
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