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            THE FALLEN REALM OF MEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Full moon lay over the streets of Bachman, a small town on the edge of the badlands, and nature reclaimed her dominion there with surprising swiftness. Three coyotes emerged from the shadows of Cottonwood Park and trotted up the middle of Wilbur Avenue in the silver moonlight, possessed of such confidence that to see them, you might imagine the kingdom of men had never risen in the first place, let alone fallen so recently. The carnivore pack froze at the rear of a squat, brown cinderblock bunker where a tattered flag promising COFFEE lay in the parking lot, the faded plastic swatch feebly slapping the concrete in a cool breeze. It posed no threat to them, and they resumed their passage along the gravel road, their claws clicking on the hardscrabble, small puffs of fine, red dust rising a few inches from the paw prints they left in their wake.

      The long drought had been hard on Bachman, but harder yet were the days that followed.

      The coyotes paused again at the corner of Evans and Wilbur, their heads turning with one mind to the tiny blur of dirty orange and white fur that flashed through the intersection.

      A cat.

      Specifically, Tugger, once upon a time, the much loved and ruinously overfed companion of Mrs Joan Swithen, widow of John, and owner of the town’s Corner Store, which was not located on the corner of Evans and Wilbur streets but two doors down. Tugger did not look quite so portly these days. With matted pelt and sunken eyes that burned with feral mania, he darted from one pool of shadow to the next, wary of the predators that had reclaimed the nights, the days, and all the spaces in between.

      It had been two and a half months since Mrs Joan Swithen had spooned out the last tin of Tugger’s favourite Chicken & Turkey in Tasty Gravy. Less time since Joan had laid down on her bed, dizzy and nauseous with the most awful headache, the first symptoms of the catastrophic blood sugar episode that would soon lay her down for good.

      There being no more insulin for Joan, you see.

      And no more tins of Chicken & Turkey in Tasty Gravy for Tugger.

      Not that Tugger went hungry for too long. Old Joan didn’t lay herself down in a bath of tasty gravy, but she was an invaluable source of protein when things got tight.

      In sublime concert, the three coyotes turned away from the wretched and scrawny feline. Its turn would come. For now, though, they lifted their snouts to the sky where a dark and savoury feast of much greater allure hung just out of reach. The leader of the pack, an alpha male, bared his fangs. A low and spiteful growl turned into a howling lamentation as all three carnivores protested the perverse injustice of finding such a repast, swaying just out of reach. Three nights, they had stolen into the fallen realm of men, drawn by the heady scent of meat, and for three nights they had gone hungry, unable to leap high enough to drag the carcass down from where it hanged.

      They tried.

      Leaping and twirling in the air, snapping at the lowermost limbs, desperate to sink fang into flesh and tear the promised meal from its strange eyrie.

      Crows had picked at the carcass, first taking the softest, sweetest meats. The eyes. The lips. The cheeks. The pack leader’s sense of smell told him that the black-winged mutilators had rained down a small storm of fleshy scraps, but other bottom-feeding scavengers had left not so much as a tiny shred for the pack.

      It was an outrage, and they howled long into the night at the travesty and displeasure of it.

      Until a gunshot cracked and a single bullet sparked off the tarmac.

      The pack fled in all directions.

      They would surely come back together in the darkness, on the old familiar trails, or perhaps in the lair they had newly made, inside the single-bedroom apartment annexe out the back of the Corner Store, just down from the corner of Evans and Wilbur.

      But not for hours.

      Not until the danger had passed.

      For it seemed that men had returned.
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        * * *

      

      “You missed,” Rick said, teasing.

      James O’Donnell lowered the rifle and shook his head.

      “No,” he said evenly. “I put that shot exactly where I wanted.”

      Rick Boreham smiled and nodded but said nothing. He knew a good deal about James O’Donnell, having survived the trek across North America with him, and two things he would swear to: James was a great shot with that Ruger, but he would not lightly take a life with it. Not even to put down a wild dog pack set on tearing a human body to pieces.

      Not since the body was long dead.

      Rick brought the binoculars up to his eyes again. They were nothing like the fancy night vision specs he’d used in the Rangers. Just a plain old pair of Nikon 7s, salvaged from a camera shop back in Glenwood, Iowa. Walmart, Best Buy, gun shops, it was pointless even looking in them. They’d all been stripped, or they were occupied by random militia who shot first and kept shooting. But not many folks had thought to loot a camera shop.

      That had been another idea of James’s.

      For a man who was down on himself as being useless for anything but desk work, the former investment guy was always coming up with hacks and tricks for getting them through just one more day. He’d been the one who’d known because he just knew that stuff, that some big bank or investment house in Omaha, Nebraska, had a storehouse of emergency supplies just outside the city. A lot of it was useless. N95 masks and NBC suits. Crazy stuff like that. But there were also freeze-dried rations, medicine, and fuel, and although somebody had raided the cache—they’d used a forklift to break through the doors—there was still enough good scrounging to get them halfway to Wyoming.

      “Those coyotes coming back?” James asked.

      Rick scanned the dead town again. Nothing.

      “Don’t reckon so,” he conceded.

      “There you go then. Should we check it out?”

      “Not yet,” Rick Boreham murmured, slowly sweeping the town from one end to the other.

      His eyes were still good, and with a full moon high overhead and a bright wash of starlight behind that, he had no trouble scoping out the streets of Bachman from their vantage point on a small hill half a mile to the east of town.

      The 7th Cavalry had fought some skirmish here during the Sioux Wars, and a white stone cairn marked the graves of four troopers from the 7th who would forever stand sentinel over a small pergola and barbecue area. An oddball convoy of dusty, road-worn vehicles idled in the parking lot of the memorial—three SUVs, two motor homes and Tammy Kolchar’s big ass Oldsmobile. Sentries armed with an even more oddball collection of firearms and melee weapons had taken up observation posts, giving them good cover from all approaches. Andrew Nesbitt, a schoolteacher from Kalamazoo, Michigan, was carrying the heaviest artillery. He’d moonlighted after school hours with some website development and cryptocurrency trading and insisted he’d picked up on the Chinese attack well before the NSA.

      “You could’ve dropped a fucking dime, buddy,” Michelle Nguyen smacked back whenever he brought it up.

      Another sweep with the Nikons.

      Just to be sure.

      Nothing moved in the town save for the body swaying from a lamp post with a hand-scrawled sign pinned to a tattered tee shirt.

      Looter.

      That was the one the coyote pack had been after.

      Three more swung gently in the night breeze in the second, smaller park at the far end of the main street, but there wasn’t much left of them. The park was, or had been, more of a kids’ playground to judge by the swing sets and seesaws. But the swings had been pressed into service as makeshift gallows, and the bodies hanging there had swung low, leaving them vulnerable to ground scavengers. The extra distance made it impossible to decipher whatever signs hung around their necks, but Rick was pretty sure they didn’t say ‘Looter’.

      He lowered the binoculars after another minute of quiet surveillance.

      “Good to go,” he said. “I’ll take Nez and Pete.”

      James nodded.

      They turned and walked back to the group.

      Everyone had climbed out of the vehicles to stretch their legs, but not everybody had the luxury of simply strolling around the recreation area or kicking back in the pergola for a thermos of coffee and a quick bite of deer jerky. Necessity had taught them the need for vigilance, and Rick had trained everybody, including the kids, to play their part.

      The children, ten of them now, all sat in the pergola, where the eldest, the Bloomfield kid, entertained the others by reading from a Batman comic, turning it around and showing off each panel as he read the dialogue. He was quiet. They were all quiet.

      They’d learned. Each of them was, in their way, just about the luckiest kid in the world at that point – although Tammy Kolchar’s Bobby and Wynona and her friend Roxarne’s little Jakey and Liana were probably the most fortunate, having been saved by Rick from the cooking pot of pervert cannibals. When Rick told those little ones they had chores to do, there was no grumbling or feet draggin’. There were just chores done well and done quickly.

      Michelle was waiting by James’s vehicle, her face a map of anxiety. She chewed on her lower lip and poured over a map on the hood of the Sierra.

      “Looks like your basic pissant little burg,” she said as they approached. “I’d guess a population of four or five hundred before the attack. Fits the profile of a food desert. Not a lot of fresh arugula, but plenty of firearms, mostly for range work—”

      Rick cut her off.

      “Town’s dead,” he said.

      Michelle looked up, a deep line between her eyebrows as she frowned.

      “Oh. So, no barricades or guards or anything?”

      “Nothing,” James said.

      “Four bodies hanging in plain sight. One of them tagged as a looter. Can’t say as to the others, but I’d guess they were outsiders.”

      “Any insiders left?”

      Both men shook their heads.

      “Doesn’t look like it,” James said. “There’s plenty of animals in the open. Game and prey.”

      Michelle started to fold up the map. A Rand McNally they’d picked up from a ransacked Tesla supercharging station back in Iowa.

      “Anything to salvage?” she asked.

      “Not much in the way of food, I’d guess,” James replied. “But there is a Texaco. Might be worth checking the pumps.”

      “Okay,” she said, taking in a breath as though readying herself to lift a heavy weight. “Whose turn is it?”

      Rick held up his hand.

      She breathed out—a ragged sigh.

      “Good.”

      “Hey!” Rick said, but without rancour.

      “I just hate it when James goes,” Michelle said. “He’s no good at this shit.”

      “Hey,” James protested, with a little more feeling than Rick.

      Michelle fixed him with her fiercest don’t-even-try-me glare.

      James backed down.

      “Fair enough,” he conceded. “You are better at this than me,” he added, lightly punching Rick.

      The former Ranger shrugged.

      “Misspent youth.”

      He waved to a couple of the men standing guard around the perimeter of the memorial park, Andrew Nesbitt and Peter Tapsell, gesturing for them to come over.

      They hurried across the dead brown grass at a trot.

      “S’up, guvnor?” Tapsell asked.

      “Get some extra ammo and grab your magic goggles, Nez,” Rick said. “We’re going to town.”
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            ALL THOSE POINTS OF LIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Jodi Sarjanen cried when Ellie gave her the camera, but her tears were clean and unspoiled by bitterness. The camera wasn’t great. Just one of those disposable cardboard things that people put out at weddings and birthday parties so everyone could snap away, and out of three or four hundred exposures, you might get lucky with maybe a dozen usable shots. But it was the thought that went into it, the effort of finding such a thing, and the danger her girlfriend must have risked to secure it.

      “Baby, you shouldn’t have done this,” Jodi protested, even though she was so glad to have it.

      “For you, anything,” Ellie said, kissing her by the campfire light.

      “Sparklers!” Damo cried out and lit two of them like a magic trick. The children cheered and clapped, and God only knew where he’d found them. Maybe the same place Ellie got the camera.

      “And cake!” young Pascal added happily.

      “And cake,” Eliza Jabbarah confirmed.

      “But how?” Jodi gasped as Pascal’s younger sister Beatrice appeared from the lengthening shadows behind the battered, dust-coated Land Rover with a small chocolate cake. Damo hurried over to plant the sparklers into the icing and led them all in a chorus of ‘Happy Birthday.’

      She’d known her birthday was coming up, but she honestly wasn’t sure when. Her phone wasn’t working. Nothing like that had worked in ages.

      When the last singing fell away, Jodi heard Karl’s voice from somewhere in the darkness.

      “Happy birthday, Miss Jodi.”

      “Thank you, Karl,” she called back.

      And sighed, wiping the tears from her eyes.

      “This is the best birthday ever, you guys.”

      Turning back to Ellie, she said, “Seriously, how did you even make a cake? We don’t have a stove.”

      Ellie smiled and shrugged.

      “If you got a good pot, you got a stove, baby,” she said. “I’ve been saving the ingredients since we got off the boat.”

      Damo’s boat, she meant. The Lasseter’s Reef. That boat had never had such a good run on the water before. Until Damo and the others had fled from San Francisco in the yacht, it’d mainly served as a floating bar, rarely leaving its berth at the marina.

      They’d left the Reef somewhere on the Sacramento River about a thousand miles back many weeks ago. Maybe even two or three months now. It was hard to keep track of the days when you were outside all the time, constantly moving, but slowly, carefully, to avoid the troubles that so often followed encounters with other people. They’d been doing that, avoiding other people, since Northern California. There were all sorts of crazy militias like the stupid Freedom Legion and biker gangs like the Hells Angels running wild back there. Nazis and cannibals, too, they’d heard. But out here, in the real west, it was just them, often for days or weeks.

      The sparklers died away, the last bright shooting fragments of light dying out in the dark, leaving their faces illuminated by the orange glow of the campfire coals.

      Oh yeah, Jodi thought. Cake.

      She’d seen the black cast iron camp pot sitting in the coals earlier that afternoon; the lid clamped on firmly. Ellie had shooed her away when she’d asked what was cooking. Something Karl had trapped or shot, she figured. That was mostly what they ate now, along with field greens and mushrooms picked by the children and sorted into edibles and everything else by Ellie. She must have been baking the cake then.

      Jodi had taken the kids, her little boy Maxi and Pascal and Beatrice, the two Canadians they were trying to get home, and done some reading and writing with them. It was her turn. All the grown-ups took the children for some form of schooling for at least an hour every day. Damo for math and science. Karl for history because he’d been a real History Channel buff back when there was a History channel, and he got it bundled for free with his cable.

      Back when there was cable.

      Jodi did art and English, and Ellie filled in the gaps. Usually with cooking lessons.

      Between them, they kept all three children occupied and learning something most days as they inched north and east towards Damo’s farm up near Canada. She had a new appreciation for how hard teachers worked. Teaching kids all day was exhausting.

      “I should get a picture of the cake,” Jodi said, climbing to her feet and quickly ratcheting the scroll wheel around on the little cardboard Kodak. It clicked into place for the first exposure.

      “But won’t it be too dark?” Ellie said. She looked beautiful in the firelight, Jodi thought.

      “Take my picture, Mom,” Maxi demanded. “Take mine.”

      “And me,” Beatrice added. “I want to be in the cake picture too.”

      Pascal, at twelve, going on thirteen, was too old and way too cool to get worked up like that, but Jodi could tell he didn’t want to be left out, so she told him to move his butt in with the others. He rolled his eyes but hurried to be included.

      “I can make it work with the firelight,” she said. “You just have to lay on your tummies, feet away from the campfire, all your faces pointing in at the cake. Be quick, so the icing doesn’t melt.”

      They arranged themselves for the photo, and Jodi wondered how Ellie had made icing all the way out here. They were camped in a field in the bow of a small river somewhere in the northern reaches of Wyoming. It was cold but not lethally so. Not yet. Everybody dressed warmly, under multiple layers, but the air was beautifully clean and crisp. Almost startling in its clarity. And the weather remained warmer than it should have been, even as all the pollution disappeared. For once, that wasn’t a bad thing. Damo said a real winter up here could kill you if you weren’t ready for it, and they weren’t. Not really. They had to get to his farm.

      Jodi could hear the river gurgling away off in the distance. The first stars were beginning to wink into life across the huge expanse of sky. Only one thing was big enough to interrupt that vast, dark vessel of the heavens. Just one lonely mountain a couple of miles away. A striking, singular peak that Damo called the Devils Tower. He said it had been in movies and everything. Karl called it the Close Encounters mountain and promised to find a copy of the film for the kids to watch.

      “Now they’ve seen the real thing.”

      It did look very familiar to Jodi, and if she hadn’t lost her camera bag to that douchewad mugger back in San Francisco at the start of all this, she would have spent hours framing and shooting the Tower.

      It was spectacular. A grand stone pillar punched a mile into the sky, blotting out a thick wedge of stars when full night fell. She and Ellie had snuck away to make love under the stars last night. Afterwards, lying in her lover’s arms, wrapped in a thick blanket, she shivered deliciously and stared in awe as a shooting star disappeared into the negative space carved out of the densely packed star field. Perhaps they could sneak away again tonight once the children were asleep. Although it wasn’t really sneaking because both Damo and Karl knew where they were and for damn sure what they were doing.

      Ellie was a loud and spirited fuck wherever they did it.

      The boys were kind enough to pretend they couldn’t hear.

      She took the photo.

      The clunky mechanical noise of the camera’s cheap plastic shutter was strangely satisfying. It was her first photograph since they’d escaped the city. And it was strangely thrilling, not knowing whether it had worked out. It was like a small secret locked inside the flimsy cardboard box. She might never even see it. What were the chances of getting the roll developed?

      Pretty small, if she was being honest.

      But Jodi had never been so pleased with an image.

      Ellie stepped in to rescue the cake, to carve it up, putting one slice aside for Karl for when he returned from patrolling out in the dark.

      “Is there ice cream?” Maxi asked, and Ellie snorted before Jodi could tell him off for being so inconsiderate.

      “You see any cold-looking cows out here, Maxi?”

      “No,” he said.

      “Then that’s a hard no on the ice cream, kid,” Ellie said. “But there’s extra chocolate in the cake.”

      All three kids were happy with that. Damo too.

      The big Australian mining engineer inhaled his piece in two bites, loudly sucking the chocolate icing off his fingers.

      “Nice one, mate,” he said. “Right up there with your posh chocolate soufflé back at the shop, I reckon.”

      By the shop, he meant Fourth Edition. The restaurant he’d owned, where Ellie had been the head chef.

      “Not even close, Damo”, she snorted, “But you gotta work with what you got. I reckon we’ll be good to move on in the morning. That deer meat will have dried out by then. The jerky will keep for a year. We’ll need to keep up our greens and a bit of fruit, but we won’t have to worry about protein again. Not if we can get to your place before winter bites.”

      Damien Maloney sucked air in through his teeth.

      “Yeah, that’s a bloody big if, mate. We’re gonna need fuel for the Land Rover, and I don’t like that clanking sound she makes when she gets up near sixty or so.”

      “Damo,” Jodi scolded him gently, frowning and nodding at the three children. They had agreed not to discuss their problems in front of the kids. The younger two had nightmares.

      Sorry, Damo mouthed, putting up his hands in mock surrender.

      “Good to hear the jerky’s done,” he said aloud.

      Ellie looked over at the drying racks Karl had made from sticks and twine. She couldn’t see much in the dark, but she could smell the smoke Ellie had used to finish the preserving process. Karl had shot a big buck, and Ellie broke down the carcass. They buried the offal and skin to avoid drawing in predators and scavengers. The meat sat packed in salt for three days—swimming pool salt they’d bartered for back in California when they’d left the boat and traded it for the old 4x4 they’d been in ever since.

      It was Ellie who’d suggested they’d need salt for drying out meat since they could no longer just walk into the freezer on Damo’s yacht. Jodi’s heart swelled as she looked through the low flames into her love's eyes. She was so proud of Ellie. She was brave and fierce and would kill anyone who threatened Jodi or Max.

      Or any of their strange, extended family.

      Because Damo felt like family. He had, even before everything went sideways. And Karl was like a long-lost brother, or uncle, come home from his travels. Except their home was the road now, and specifically, the smaller, quieter back roads where they weren’t as likely to encounter anyone. And you could not look after children, as they had looked after Pascal and Beatrice, without feeling like those children were part of you somehow.

      Jodi got teary again and hurried to eat half of her slice before dividing the rest of the cake between the kids. One messy bite each. It took her mind off things. About everything they had lost. It was easier out here in the countryside. When they’d still been close to San Francisco, she’d found it incredibly sad, all the shops and businesses that were closed. All the streets empty. People hiding away, frightened of each other. Sometimes, she would play a song on Ellie’s iPod, and the words would make her cry just because they reminded her of how much had changed and how it would never change back.

      Jodi Sarjanen was pretty sure of that.

      The world they had known was not going to reappear magically. Not Damo and Ellie’s restaurant. Not her camera bag or her job shooting photographs of big-name bands and singers, which hadn’t paid much, but which was still amazingly cool and seemed even cooler and more amazing the further she got from it. None of that was coming back. She and Ellie would never have cocktails at their favourite bar in Temescal again. Maxi would never see his friends. Pascal and Beatrice might get back to their dad in Canada. Damo was pretty determined to make that happen. And their dad was a Mountie or something, so he’d be looking for them.

      But it wasn’t like they could drop them at an airport and wave goodbye.

      There was no flying around anymore.

      No visiting friends or family, far away, or even just across the street.

      It had all gone, and nothing good had replaced it.

      She shuddered and flinched away from the memories of everything they’d seen back on the coast. The sort of people they’d driven further and further east to avoid. Terrible people doing terrible things.

      But, of course, they’d done some hard things themselves.

      Ellie had killed men now. Karl and Damo, too. Only Jodi had not had to do that, and Ellie promised she would never.

      You let me take care of that shit, babe.

      Jodi stood up and moved around the campfire to sit next to Ellie.

      “Happy birthday, lover,” Ellie said, and Jodi said thank you, but she was thankful for having a warm hug to hide inside.

      The Devil's Tower grew darker in the west, blotting out all those points of light. Maybe a thousand. Maybe more.
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            THE SKY CARES NOTHING FOR MEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Jonas Murdoch wished he had a horse. This would be so much cooler if he could ride into town at sunset to accept the surrender on some badass giant hell-horse with armour and shit. Still, the Legion’s war wagons were fucking badass, and the mayor of Three Forks, Montana, was one loud ‘boo’ away from filling his pants. Also, he’d yielded the town, so…

      You know. Mercy.

      A cold wind blew down from the mountains, where the snow-frosted peaks turned pink and bronze in the sunset, the northerly gusts arriving in waves that you could see coming for miles across the open grasslands and river valleys. A few thin clouds streamed high overhead at day’s end, up where jetliners once left contrails tracing their path across the wilds of the northwest. Collapsing distance, compressing time. Now, the sky was a vast, darkening blue silence, empty and open and utterly indifferent to any challenge that the remnants of humanity might throw at it.

      A curse for a thunderhead. A fist raised against a tornado.

      The sky cared nothing for man and never had.

      Difference was, Jonas thought, now there was fuck all a man could do about it.

      Best he could hope for was to tend to his own affairs. And right now, at this time and place, the affairs of men were entirely concerned with the surrender of Three Forks to the forces of the Legion.

      His Legion. The greatest thing he’d ever done. Like, way more fucking metal than his stupid podcast, as undeniably fucking metal as that’d been too.

      Jonas stared out the window over the fields of crops and shit and gazed off toward the mountains where shadows reached through valleys and gorges in the failing light.

      He wondered if Joe Rogan was alive somewhere.

      Because how weird but awesome was it that five internet minutes ago, Rogan was the biggest podcaster on the planet, and then he went to Spotify for like a hundred million bucks? Then the fucking Chinese stomped the world, and now it was Jonas, pimp rolling through the ruins in a six-wheeled Merc?

      Answer, it was really fucking weird and rock-out-with-your-cock-out awesome.

      Sure, some grandad big-band shit was playing on the stereo, but Tommy Podesta loved that stuff, and he was driving. That was the rule. You drove; you got your choice of tunes. This rig they rode in was a fucking monster. A Mercedes Benz G63, the civilian derivative of the long-range patrol vehicles used by the SAS in Afghanistan and Iraq. His four-man personal guard sat on cushioned benches in the rear tray, with two bright red Ford Rangers rolling fore and aft as an escort. More heavily armed men rode in the escort vehicles, but the declarative statement of the Legion’s superior firepower, hammerskin mojo and hardcore motherfucking Vader cred stood proud in the back of the Rangers. Two pairs of twin-mounted 50 cal. machine guns on swivel mounts.

      Jonas had been shocked at what you could do with those things.

      Not many places were built to take that sort of damage. In a nice little town like Three Forks, emphasis on little, his guys could have stood off with the 50s and demolished it block by block over a couple of hours.

      Two or three hours. Max. Depending on how often they had to swap out the barrels. The mayor and the good folk of Three Forks, not being completely fucking retarded, had opted to bend the knee.

      Jonas leaned forward to get a better look at the town as they approached up a long, straight run of blacktop from the south. Fields green with winter crops and fringed with cottonwood trees stretched away on both sides in the watery, amber light. The land was flat here, but the valley was a watershed for both the Missouri and Mississippi rivers. He knew that Three Forks was surrounded by a lush riverine delta of fresh, clean-running watercourses that fed the headwaters of the Missouri and separated the fertile plains from the pine forests and rocky heights of the Bridger Mountain range to the north. The town was compact, maybe a mile from end to end. The tallest structures were white-painted silos at the rail yard, looking almost golden in the setting sun.

      It was a good get for the Legion of Freedom. A long way from grubbing in the community gardens at Silverton.

      “You want something, boss?” Chad Moffat asked from the passenger seat up front.

      “Just a look-see at our latest acquisition,” Jonas said.

      He was always careful to speak collectively.

      Their conquests.

      The Legion’s triumphs.

      Never his. Always theirs.

      A mouth-breather like Chad wouldn’t notice, but others would. His driver, for instance, Tommy ‘The Tripod’ Podesta, he was a fucking guy you kept close and watched closer. A made guy, perhaps. Mobbed up, for sure. Back in Miami, working for that shitbird Hondo, Jonas had stood up in court for a couple of guys like the Tripod.

      How could he not be at least a minor fucking Soprano with a handle like that?

      They’d added him to their merry band about two weeks after Silverton. Dude was leaned over the engine of a fucking Lincoln town car on State Route 2, the sleeves of his silk shirt rolled up to the elbow, his stripy fucking tie—an honest to goddamn necktie—thrown back over his shoulder to protect it from the engine grease. That was your classic Tripod right there. Even in the middle of an apocalyptic train wreck, this stylish goombah was taking care to keep it sharp.

      Jonas knew in both his gut and his head that a man like Podesta could be a sword and a shield, or he could be the angry motherfucker plunging a dagger into your back because he felt himself disrespected or disregarded or even short-changed a buck-fifty on what he thought he was owed. A man like Podesta, if you wanted his loyalty, you had to make him believe he had yours. So let the motherfucker have his big band show tunes.

      “Looks like the sorta shithole you end up in Wit Sec,” the Tripod said, taking one hand from the wheel of the Merc and pointing up ahead at the line of silos. Except, instead of human hands, Jonas would swear under oath that this gorilla had a couple of gigantic, hairy pork hocks.

      The convoy approached the edge of town at a stately thirty miles an hour.

      They could have put pedal to the metal and rolled in like fucking Vikings with a fash-metal symphony blaring out of massive speakers on a flatbed truck.

      Would have been almost as cool as riding in like Caesar on a big black warhorse.

      But Jonas had learned to take his time, all the better to ramp up some tension in the crowd that had gathered, on his order, in the baseball field on the southern outskirts of the settlement. It would be chilly there as the light and warmth leaked out of the day. The ball ground lay between a small but very useful airfield and a railway siding. Jonas could see what looked like a thousand people standing together on the infield, under the guns of his Legion and half a dozen war wagons.

      But he was much more interested in the rail siding. Eight refrigerated boxcars painted bright red stood out against the uniform white of silos and warehouses. His intelligence gimps told him they were full of beef which had been bound for the port of Seattle. More than enough to feed the Legion for the winter… If they didn’t have to feed the good burghers of Three Forks, too.

      Or Cardwell or Harrison or any of the other thirty-four towns and villages and bee’s dick little places he’d put under his protection. The sort of protection Tommy, ‘the Tripod’ Podesta, had undoubtedly offered as a service once upon a time.

      “What’s the mayor’s name,” he asked.

      “Jennings,” the Tripod answered. “Fuckin’ country club Republican.”

      “Do they have a country club?” Chad asked, sitting up straighter. No doubt dreaming of gym facilities.

      “Golf club, if that counts,” Podesta grunted.

      Chad slumped. It didn’t.

      “All righty then. Let’s go meet Mayor Jennings,” Jonas said, cutting off any conversation before it could start.
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        * * *

      

      The armoured convoy pulled into a parking lot that would have played host to tailgate parties on Friday nights just like this, Little League families on Saturday mornings, and maybe even a farmers’ market a couple of times a month. Now, it was occupied by two flatbed trucks converted into heavy gun platforms —the Legion’s war wagons—and the two troop carriers delivering the Cohort to Three Forks.

      The troop carriers were just a pair of salvaged Greyhounds. Still, the Cohort was a hundred of the hardest motherfuckers specially selected from the three thousand-strong Legion to serve as Jonas’s personal guard. They got the best rations, the first pick of any plunder and pussy, and unlike the rest of his army, they had no other duties. Some were ex-military. A couple were even former cops, which hadn’t sat well with the Tripod at first, but they’d proved themselves solid hires in the sack of Wenatchee, all the way back in Washington state.

      The Commander of the Cohort, Luke Bolger, a former guard from a private prison outside of Wenatchee, stood to attention and saluted as Jonas climbed down from the rear cabin of the big Merc. He never allowed anybody to open the door for him, but he readily returned Bolger’s salute, a closed fist over the heart. Then they shook hands as Chad jumped down from the passenger side to land with a crunching thud. The one-time PT was a massive unit. Even bigger than when Jonas met him in Silverton. These days, thanks to the Legion, he got a lot more food and time for weight training. It was almost as though the giant six-wheeled utility had birthed a human version of itself. The shotgun cradled in his hands looked like a child’s toy, a trick of perspective. It was a Mossberg Shockwave with a fifteen-inch barrel and an extended clip. Chad also wore a splitting maul slung across his back, a weird sort of half-sledgehammer, half axe, and it did not look like a toy. The handle was as thick as Jonas Murdoch’s forearm, and the steelhead looked heavy enough to smash through a bank vault door if you swung it hard enough.

      Chad, a tectonic slab of slow-twitch muscle fibre raised to sentience, took up his position a little behind and to the side of Jonas. He wasn’t strictly needed as a bodyguard. It was more like security theatre, but it was still great theatre having a ‘roid ape with a fucking warhammer back there – even though anybody who raised a hand against Jonas would die in a bullet storm from the half-dozen of Luke Bolger’s men assigned to close personal protection of the Centurion.

      Yes, okay, so what if Jonas was back on his bullshit? It’s not like these fuckers knew he was even referencing his dope podcast with his self-proclaimed title. Who was going to question him on it?

      Half a mile of bodies were swinging from telephone poles outside Wenatchee because the mayor and council back there hadn’t shown the requisite respect for the Legion in its earliest incarnation. Jonas had offered to safeguard the town against the depredations of all the inmates who’d escaped from that private gaol just outside of town. Or maybe the Chinese had released them, but what did it fucking matter anyway? Some of those guys were his guys now, and Wenatchee was where the Legion of Freedom came into the world.

      It was fascinating to Jonas, as an amateur student of history, just how quickly things had rolled back to earlier states of being as soon as the Chinks had swept the legs out from under modern America.

      When you took away the scaffolding of norms and law and conventions and shit, you were left with the raw stuff of life. The full Hobbesian buffet. Not just domination and violence, but the most primitive ways of channelling and containing that shit. Personal codes of honour. The syntax of respect. The sort of things he’d learned in Florida, amazingly enough, from cartel and mafia clients like Podesta. Even as low-level and chickenshit as they’d been. When the state can no longer stand as a guarantor of civilised norms and behaviour, smart motherfuckers took matters into their own hands.

      This was, in essence, the message Bolger had delivered to Ross Jennings, mayor of Three Forks, not five minutes earlier, as Jonas’s convoy made its ever-so-dignified approach along Bench Road.

      “Sorry? What do I call him?” Jennings asked.

      “Centurion.”

      “What?”

      “Centurion. Or sir. But man, he really digs Centurion.”
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        * * *

      

      “Mister Mayor,” Jonas beamed, striding across the baseball diamond, his hand out to shake with Ross Jennings as though they were meeting at the golf club to iron out the last few details of a real estate deal before celebrating with beers and cigars out on the veranda.

      The assembled townsfolk, easily more than a thousand, remained silent and wary. There was the slightest murmur of conversation from the very back of the crowd, but everyone around him seemed to be holding their breath. The sports field did have lights but not enough power to run them, so Leo Vaulk had organised a truck full of Tiki torches, which now burned in an ever-brighter circle around the periphery of the gathering.

      “Mister Murdoch… I mean… Cent..er… sir,” Mayor Jennings said.

      Jonas smiled and took the man’s proffered hand in both of his, pumping it once, twice, three times.

      “Please. Mister Mayor,” he said. “Call me Jonas. And you’re Ross, right?”

      Jennings’ eyes darted to Luke Bolger, who stared back at him coldly.

      “Ross, yes,” he said. “Ross Jennings. Mayor of Three Forks. And I… I run the GM dealership.”

      “Oh, that’s great, man,” Jonas said, slapping him on the shoulder just a little too hard. “American made. Good for you.”

      He didn’t feel sorry for Jennings. That’d be stupid. But he could sort of empathise with the poor bastard.

      Jonas had been nervous the first time he’d negotiated the surrender of a whole town. It was such a weird trip. Such a totally fucking out-of-context problem for a Twenty-First century American mind to grapple with that it did put the zap on your head.

      And he’d been the guy accepting the surrender, not having to offer it.

      That was back in September, about three days after Wenatchee. Some bumpkin village called Entiat an hour up the Columbia River. One thousand souls who’d kept themselves whole by fishing and working the market gardens sprawled over both riverbanks. The place was perfectly well situated to feed itself but basically indefensible. They’d heard about Wenatchee because Jonas made sure they did.

      So, he knew it was perfectly natural for old Roscoe here to be a little ropey with stage fright. After all, it looked like almost every one of his constituents had turned out for the ceremony.

      As ordered.

      Jonas did not need to humiliate him. That wasn’t what this was about. But he did need these people to understand that things had changed. Everything had changed. Again.

      “Do you mind?” he said to Jennings, smiling as Bolger took the man’s elbow and pulled him aside. Gently and discretely but forcefully.

      Jonas smiled even wider and stepped up onto the pitcher’s mound. It gave him just enough elevation to see over the heads of the crowd. They were primarily white, of course. That was why he’d come to this part of the country. Well, that, and it was close to where he’d started, and there was plenty of food, and not too many mouths needed feeding with it. But it was good that they were white. They were his people, even if they didn’t understand that yet.

      He took a deep breath. Steadied the butterflies in his stomach. Not many, but there were a couple. He summoned his old courtroom voice, letting it roll out across the field of anxious, staring faces.

      “Good day to you,” he shouted, although it was more theatrical projection than a carnival barker’s yell. “My name is Jonas Murdoch. I lead a community organisation called the Legion of Freedom, and we are here to help.”

      He let the last words roll away on the cool morning breeze. The faces in front of him weren’t openly hostile because these people weren’t stupid. They were unarmed. Or disarmed, to be honest. That was a lesson learned from another flyspeck town called Gypsum. That was before Wenatchee and Entiat, back when they weren’t even the Legion, just his guys, Brad, Leo and Dale, a couple of Joe Wolfenden’s militia crew, and some of Darren O’Shannassy’s boys. Anyone who escaped Silverton when the fucking bikers nuked it from orbit. Just over a dozen of them all up, and they’d gone to Gypsum on rumours of a warehouse full of potatoes.

      Not a rumour, it turned out.

      A true fact, as Leo Vaulk liked to say.

      There wasn’t much security for those ‘taters either. A couple of old coots with hunting rifles who agreed to let Jonas and company stay on in town if they helped bring in the next harvest of spuds.

      Long story short, picking potatoes was fucking ass-breaking work, and only Dale Juntii seemed happy to do it. After two days in town, Jonas and Leo turned their guns on the Gypsum Emergency Committee and sent them out into the fields to pick the fucking things. Would have been fine, too, except one of the old pricks had buried a casket full of guns out there, and next thing you know, they’ve picked off both of Wolfenden’s leftovers and shot one of O’Shannassy’s guys in the dick.

      That was an unholy fucking mess, but not as big a mess as they made of those spud-fuckers when they were done with them.

      And so now it was policy. Only the Legion could be armed on its turf.

      “These are hard days for our country,” Jonas continued, confident in the hundred guns of the Cohort to keep him safe from any crazy fuckers in this audience. “Hard days for you.”

      A few heads nodded, perhaps cautiously, but only in the crowd.

      His men, and the few women who’d proven themselves worthy of promotion to the Cohort, swivelled their heads like gun turrets, sweeping the assembled multitude, looking for any sign of disruption or danger. There was none. They had learned well these last months how to break any spirit of resistance long before it got going.

      “You have endured here in your homes with no support from the government. State or Federal.”

      More nodding.

      “You have withstood privation, borne this burden, taken it all on your shoulders.”

      They agreed with that.

      Jonas Murdoch spoke the truth.

      “But it gets harder every day. Medicines run low. Supplies dwindle. Some of them vital, like fresh fruit and vegetables….”

      He’d been a bit surprised how quickly scurvy had become an issue when a ready source of vitamin C could not be found. The heads, which had started nodding in agreement, were doing so with more conviction now. There weren’t a lot of orange groves in this part of the country.

      “… And of course, some supplies are vital… but a little embarrassing.”

      He grinned at the confusion he could see on their faces. He smiled with a lopsided grin and winked.

      “Who’d a thunk toilet paper would ever be worth its weight in gold, hey?”

      He got a laugh with that. A genuine laugh. And he felt that organic connection. It was suddenly just there.

      The toilet paper line was something he’d worked on across a dozen of these ceremonies. Initially, when he’d accepted the surrender of Colton, a small farming town of about four hundred frightened souls hunkered down between the Snake River and the border with Idaho, he’d made a joke about toilet paper being worth its weight in Benjamins and the only one who’d laughed was fucking Tomi Yates. And he was pretty sure she was laughing at him, not with him.

      But he’d eventually put that treacherous bitch in the ground, and he’d worked on his material, and by the time he’d moved through Idaho and into western Montana, he was getting pretty good at working a crowd. Even when that crowd was scared, resentful, and deeply disturbed at how the whole world had taken a sudden, violent turn for the worse.

      So, the citizens of Three Forks, the newest subjects of the Legion, duly laughed with good-natured relief at his joke. Maybe if he was joking about toilet paper, this wouldn’t end so badly, even after all those things his ‘envoys’ had said to the city council before the surrender. They used soft words but promised terrible consequences if those words went unheeded.

      But that was then.

      And who the hell was Jonas to disabuse them of their delusions now?

      “So that’s the first thing we’re gonna take care of,” he said, his voice booming as another vehicle pulled up at the edge of the baseball field. A small commercial truck, its arrival timed perfectly.

      “I said we’ve come to help, and help is in that truck,” Jonas said.

      Now, all heads did turn in the direction he was pointing.

      “We have medical supplies. Food. And simple goods and products which are suddenly not so simple to lay on hands on these days. Batteries…” A small cheer went up somewhere in the crowd. “Toilet paper.” A bigger cheer. “And two pallets of whiskey and cigarettes.”

      An enormous cheer this time.

      A few hats flew up, tossed high into the sky by jubilant owners. Jonas waited for the commotion to die down before speaking again.

      “We will have need of some discussions with your town leadership about how you can help us to help other towns and villages and maybe even a few cities get back on their feet. But for now, you folks need to know that the worst is over. You have come through the other side.”

      A cheer roared out. And clapping started. It was members of the Cohort at first but quickly picked up by the crowd.

      Jonas stepped down off the pitcher’s mound, followed by the cheering. The protection detail formed around him, but he kept his smile in place as they moved him back toward the Merc. He saw Tommy Podesta giving Mayor Jennings the good news that he was needed at an urgent meeting. Immediately. Meanwhile, Brad Rausch pulled up the roller door on the back of the truck, and the Legion’s Civilian Aid crew dropped to the tarmac to begin unloading the relief supplies.

      “I just got word from Leo,” Bolger whispered. “Manhattan ain’t for folding.”

      Jonas kept smiling and waving.

      “Okay,” he said out the side of his mouth. “Looks like Mayor Jennings is gonna get to prove his loyalty right up front.”
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            GOTTA GET YOUR MACROS

          

        

      

    

    
      Jonas was not so arrogant as to take Jennings’ chair.

      Okay, fine.

      He was that arrogant. But he wasn’t stupid with it. The Legion had a chokehold on Three Forks, but you could get out of a chokehold if you knew how. Especially if you moved before it cranked on. And he could not afford to crank it on here. Not yet.

      Truth was, he couldn’t crank the motherfucker on anywhere yet.

      He was consolidating his rule.

      He’d been ‘consolidating’ since getting his ass out of Silverton in one piece.

      So, Jonas let the mayor keep his cheap swivel chair and at least some of his dignity. But he made sure that Bolger delayed the guy just long enough for Tommy Podesta to drive the half-dozen blocks up Main Street to what passed for City Hall. They pulled into the angle parking slot directly out front. Three Forks’ seat of government was underwhelming for such a prosperous-looking town. An ugly brick bunker that reminded Jonas of a bail bond office or a payday loan joint. It sat between a quilting supply store and The Plaza, a wood-panelled bar and casino that looked like the sort of place that served breakfast margaritas to degenerate gamblers like Podesta. The Tripod was already licking his lips as he pulled on the parking brake.

      “Tommy, I don’t think the slots’ll be rolling today. Not even for you, man,” Jonas said.

      It wasn’t just that most of the town had been forced to turn out at his arrival ceremony. Money itself had ceased to have any value. The collapse of the banks back on the first day of the Chinese attack had wiped away trillions of dollars in real wealth, but with it went something even more valuable.

      Trust.

      Nobody trusted the value of money as a medium of exchange anymore.

      And without trust, that shared belief in the mythology of dollars and cents likewise had no value. That’s partly why Jonas was here.

      Three Forks was wealthy. It had in abundance those things which had become the currency of survival. Food, water, and defensible shelter. Of course, they hadn’t defended it very well, which was how come Jonas was here to redistribute their wealth.

      He told his security detail to wait on him outside but gestured for Chad and the Tripod to come along. Chad went first, toting his shotgun in one hand like an old duelling pistol. He had the warhammer casually laid over his other shoulder.

      Podesta, who’d probably kicked down a few doors for the Mob in his time, hung back, waiting for the massive bullet sponge to go first. He and Jonas exchanged a look. Jonas tried not to smirk. He succeeded. The Tripod shrugged.

      Podesta was armed, but unlike Chad or the Cohort, he was discreet about it, tucking a plain old forty-five into a shoulder holster under his jacket.

      Just like the day Jonas and crew met him, Tommy ‘The Tripod’ Podesta was the only man in all the Legion who still wore a suit and tie.

      “Standards,” he said when anyone asked him. “I got standards, you fuckin’ mope.”

      Tommy entered the building, reaching into his jacket as if for his wallet. Or perhaps to give one of his manboobs a squeeze. They were a considerable pair of hairy fucking knockers, even after three months without a decent bowl of pasta, but when nothing and nobody came at them, the Tripod let his hand fall away. Jonas followed him in.

      A woman stood nervously behind a reception counter. Chad loomed over her with his giant maul like she was a carnival strength tester he was thinking of giving one good whack. Just to see if he could ring the little bell.

      She tried to speak, but her voice failed her.

      Jonas smiled.

      “Good afternoon. We have a meeting with Mayor Jennings,” he said.

      Again, her lips moved, but nothing came out.

      “Hey, beautiful,” Tommy said. “What’s your name?”

      “M-Marion Bates,” she said, as if unsure.

      “Well, Marion, be cool. It’s gonna be okay. You’re gonna be all right. Why don’t you fetch us a cup of joe? I bet the mayor still got old Joe Coffee on tap, right?”

      Marion nodded quickly, jerkily, as if relieved to be able to help.

      “Yes,” she squeaked in a tiny voice.

      “I’ll take mine black and short,” Tommy smiled, pinching his thumb and forefinger together. “The boss here, he don’t drink coffee. He’s one a them health nuts. And this vanilla gorilla…” he jerked a thumb at Chad, “… he’s even worse. All he drinks are fuckin’ raw eggs and wheat grass juice if you can believe it. And you could believe it if you ever smelled his farts, let me tell ya. Just look at this mook, would ya? He looks big, but it’s mostly egg farts that can’t get out, making him bloat like that.”

      He gave Chad an old-fashioned noogie, right on the flattop.

      Chad laughed and shrugged.

      “Gotta get your macros right,” he said.

      Jonas watched, impressed, as Podesta’s pantomime routine chilled out this skittish old biddy. He was playing a caricature of himself, but one she would recognise and maybe even appreciate. Like a piece of the old world, come back to life.

      “Mayor Jennings likes his Folgers,” Marion said, her voice shaking but louder. Just a little more confident. “I’ll see if I can rustle one up.”

      “Ooh, rustling’s a serious crime, Marion,” Podesta purred. “But I won’t tell if you won’t, darlin’.”

      He winked at her, and she blushed.

      Jonas gaped. This fucking guy was hitting on Jennings’ secretary.

      He shook his head as she hurried into a little kitchen to set an electric jug to boil.

      “Come on, Disco Stu, boogaloo this way.”

      Podesta grinned and followed Jonas behind the counter and into the mayor’s office. Marion started to protest that they couldn’t go in there, but Jonas smiled his winningest smile.

      “We’ll be good.”

      And he left Mayor Jennings his chair.
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        * * *

      

      If Ross Jennings was disconcerted to find three barbarians inside his gates, he did an excellent job of hiding it. He thanked Marion for his coffee and sent her home before settling himself behind his desk.

      Jonas sat in one of two cheap plastic chairs in front of the desk.

      “You got your parade, Mister Murdoch,” Jennings said. “Is there something else I can do for you?”

      Chad, who was standing just behind Jonas, moved closer to Jennings. He didn’t unsling the warhammer. He didn’t have to. Podesta stood in a corner, sipping his coffee, looking bored. Jonas smiled.

      “It’s more about what we can do for you, Mister Mayor,” he said.

      Jennings sighed. “Can we not pretend?”

      “Sorry?” Jonas said, raising an eyebrow.

      “Can we stop pretending that you’re here to help us? I know what you’re here for. I know what you’re doing. I’ve been hearing about you and your… Legion… for weeks now. Been taking in refugees from the towns you took over. And the ones you didn’t.”

      Chad did start to unsling the hammer then, but Jonas laid a restraining hand on him.

      “And what is it you think I’ve been doing, Mister Mayor? What do those refugees tell you?”

      Podesta slurped loudly on his coffee. They all looked at him.

      “Sorry,” he said. “But this tastes like shit.” He dropped the cup and saucer on top of a filing cabinet, where it landed with the crash of breaking China.

      “Because we didn’t come here to drink your shitty fucking coffee,” Jonas said.

      Jennings jabbed a finger at him.

      “You’re trying to build some little kingdom to replace the government.”

      Jonas shrugged.

      “But we do need to replace the government. They went away.”

      “You don’t know that,” Jennings said.

      “I do,” Jonas said. “I saw it happen. You might think they’re coming back. That’s why you let us in without a fight. You’re thinking that someday soon the state troopers, or the National Guard, or the 101st fucking Airborne are gonna open the country up again and make everything the way it was.”

      He could tell he’d hit a nerve. The color rose in Jennings’ face, and the muscles in his jawline jumped with the effort of biting down on whatever it was he’d been about to say. Probably some promise of dire consequences for thugs and grifters like Jonas when the current crisis passed, and things got back to normal. Jonas leaned in to press the advantage.

      “You’ve been hanging on for that, haven’t you, Mister Mayor? Jonesing for some sweet normality. But I got sour news for you, Ross. This is the new normal. Unknowable numbers of dead. The survivors hunkered down. And us. We’re the new normal.”

      Jonas leaned back in his cheap plastic chair and spread his arms expansively. He was enjoying his monologue, which he’d been polishing since Colton. But he also knew he’d reached a tipping point with Jennings, and the man could fall either way. Podesta knew it, too. You could feel it in his wariness across the room.

      Chad?

      He was probably thinking sexy thoughts about deadlifts.

      Jennings’ shoulders slumped just enough to notice.

      “What is it you want?” he asked. “Food, I suppose. The meat in the refrigerated cars down the siding. That’s what brought you here, isn’t it?”

      “Protein is important,” Jonas grinned. “Macros, Chad, am I right?”

      “Fuck yeah, macros.”

      “But no, Mister Mayor. We’re not here to rape and pillage. We only do that to places where they don’t let us in. I’m sure those refugees told you that.”

      Jennings said nothing, but Jonas could see all the wheels turning inside his head. Fact was, the Legion did not punish those towns that submitted without resistance. Only those who offered defiance. And unlike those asshole bikers who’d all but destroyed themselves taking Silverton, the Legion never raided a town they had not first reduced from afar.

      But Jennings knew that. Jonas was right; Jennings had heard a lot from those refugees. Some of them were genuine escapees. And some had been sent by Jonas to spread the good word.

      “We’re not gonna clean you out,” Jonas promised.

      Jennings looked up warily.

      “We will redistribute some of that food supply because there are towns under my protection where people will starve if we don’t. And I will not allow people, or my people, to starve. But I meant what I said down at the baseball field. I know you have shortages here because everyone has shortages everywhere.” He leaned in and lowered his voice, for emphasis, an old trick he’d learned for working a jury. “In the big cities on the coast, people aren’t just killing each other over food; they’re killing each other for food.”

      Jennings blanched and looked to Podesta and Chad for confirmation.

      Podesta nodded grimly.

      Chad smiled. “Protein,” he said.

      “So, you need to give me a list of all the shit that’s short around here,” Jonas continued. “I can guess, but if you’re any good at your job, you’ll know. You get me that list, and I’ll try my best to make good on it. But things are short everywhere, Jennings and it’s time to lift your sights a little. Look beyond the last street in Three Forks.”

      Mayor Jennings rubbed at his eyes.

      “I’ll have Marion send you the latest stocktake,” he said, sounding tired. “We’ve run out of many medications. Lost some good folk because of it, and there are machine parts we need for power and water we just can’t get. The grid failed early, and we’ve done what we can with solar and wind, but we’ve been pumping water from the rivers. Purification’s becoming an issue and—”

      Jonas held up his hands.

      “Okay, okay. I got it. I’m not the mayor here. You are, Ross. These problems? You’re gonna solve them — with our help. But it’s still your show. I’ll need some rooms in town for about two dozen of my people right away. Admin people, not fighters. They’ll see to your needs and what you can spare. You got a hotel, a motel, something like that?”

      Jennings thought about it.

      “There’s the Lewis and Clark Motel, I guess, a few blocks up Main. It’s mostly been empty since this whole thing. We had some refugees in there. Montana folk. But we try to billet them and—”

      Again, Jonas held up his hands.

      “Details, Ross. Details. I know you’ve been as kind-hearted as you can be to outsiders without being soft about it. That’s how we get through this. Kind-hearted when we can be,” Jonas said. He stared directly into Ross Jennings’ eyes. “Hard when we have to.”

      The Mayor of Three Forks moved his head in a way that could have been a nod.

      “On which topic,” Jonas resumed, “I have a favour to ask.”

      “Oh?” Jennings said, sounding worried.

      “Yeah. Your neighbours over in little Manhattan. Is that right? Manhattan? Like the city?”

      “Yes,” Jennings said, his stomach already turning at the thought of what this lot might try to do to the small Montana town.

      “Yeah, they’re not as kind-hearted as they could be,” Jonas said. “Not as welcoming. They don’t like to share. And I don’t want to go hard on them. But I will, Ross. Unless you can help me convince them to come on board for the big win.”
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            THE BREATH OF AN EMPTY WORLD

          

        

      

    

    
      They approached Bachman on foot. It was harder to pick out three men and a dog creeping through whispering fields of dead grass and scattered clumps of trees than it would be to lay the sights of a weapon on one of the vehicles. They were quieter, too.

      Andrew Nesbitt led the way. Nez was the only one of them with night vision gear. Rick Boreham and Peter Tapsell walked in behind him. A good ten or twelve yards behind spread out to either side, making them a trickier target to cut down with one lucky burst. Rick’s dog Nomi was impossible to spot with her midnight black coat. She kept her head down, scanning from side to side, sniffing the soft desert air for unfamiliar-man scent.

      She wouldn’t bark or even growl if she caught a whiff of somebody she did not know from the convoy. She would simply drop to the ground, alerting Rick to the presence of the Unknown.

      It was a hell of a thing, he thought, coming up on a small town in America like some jihadi stronghold in Afghanistan, but you could never be too careful. In most places still occupied and halfway functional, you couldn’t get within five hundred yards. They’d thrown up stockades and firing platforms and turned themselves into strategic hamlets, stabilised villages, or whatever the current term of art might be. At the start of their journey, the radio in James’ SUV occasionally flared up with news of government plans, strategies, programs, and policies to push out from the stronghold cities and reclaim the heartland towns. You still heard about the strongholds a bit.

      But never from them, Rick thought, as he carefully stepped around an abandoned truck tire in the middle of a stony field. The strongholds were silent.

      The smaller rural townships, anywhere under about fifteen hundred souls with access to water and nutrition, seemed to pull through. But they shook out into all sorts. Some of them, the sentries would start firing on you as soon as you came within range. Some you could roll right up to the gates, or whatever passed for gates, and haggle for trade goods. Some places just felt bad as soon as you laid eyes on them. Rick usually made that call, but Michelle Nguyen was pretty good at reading them, too, which made sense. Her being a professional threat assessment geek and all.

      But of course, that was a long time ago, in a galaxy far, far away.

      Michelle’s fancy satellite phone hadn’t successfully jacked into any national command networks for more than two months now.

      All she got was hissing silence or the occasional burst of static.

      In the here and now, they advanced on Bachman.

      Population unknown, but probably four to five hundred before the Chinese attack.

      Possibly none, three months after it.

      Rick moved forward slowly, trusting Nez to warn them of booby traps or snares and Nomi to pick up human threats at longer range.

      He wasn’t expecting trouble. Not specifically. And not out here in the fields around a ghost town. But you could never be too careful.

      Where once he would have stepped lightly, his eyes darting left and right looking for a strangely shaped mound of garbage or a discarded box that just wasn’t sitting right because of the IED hidden inside, Rick Boreham moved across the field to the east of Bachman, listening for human voices, or the sound of furtive movement, waiting on a sudden flicker of torchlight, or the wavering red dot of a targeting laser stabbing out from a low roofline, or a hunter’s blind.

      The night was cold, and the air so clean he felt he could reach up and sweep handfuls of stars from the sky. They shone with an almost sensual diamond brilliance.

      Mel, his woman, she loved nights like this. There was no absolute privacy in the caravan they had assembled by chance and misadventure, but once or twice on the long road, they had managed to steal away for a few hours, leaving Nomi with the others.

      Rick stepped. And stopped.

      The toe of his boot had touched something hard and unnatural. Metallic. Years of condensed trauma tried to explode into the world through his nerve endings, but it was not a landmine. Even as the panic sweat tingled on his skin, he could see by the light of the moon and stars that he’d stepped on a discarded Coke can. Probably tossed here by a farm hand years ago.

      He waved Pete Tapsell to go on.

      The rangy old Brit resumed his careful, creeping advance.

      Rick breathed out raggedly. Taking a moment.

      He kept his weapon raised and his preconscious mind open to the world. Any threat would come from out there, and he let the world flood through his senses. But a small part of him still tried to slip away to the night they’d camped at that lake in South Dakota. A reservoir made by damming the Missouri River and flooding miles of deep, crenellated valleys. He’d been exhausted, his nerves shot by what they had seen and all they had done to get through the megadeath zones south of the Great Lakes. Mel had insisted they rest. Everybody was spent, and they were only halfway done with the journey to Montana.

      That was a wonderful night.

      Rick shook his head, quietly cursing himself and dragging his focus back into the now.

      There would be no more wonderful nights with Mel if he fucked this up and they walked into an ambush.

      Thirty yards ahead, on the outskirts of town, Nez held up a hand and lowered himself to one knee. Rick and Pete followed him down to the hard-baked earth. Nomi sat a few feet ahead of her owner. Utterly silent. Rick watched the outline of the point man.

      They’d found
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