
        
            
                
            
        

    
THE
PRODIGAL ROGUE

ANTHONY DEAN


The Prodigal Rogue

Copyright © 2025 Dean A. Bredeson

Cover design by Lindsey Cousins

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be

reproduced or used in any manner without written

permission from the copyright owner.


Part I - Ten Lesson and a War 


Chapter 1

When the man once known as the Red Tyrant awoke from six centuries of cryosleep on the lowest level of his command bunker in Siberia, he had a wide variety of assets at his command and he had an enormously eventful two days.

He activated a pod of 256 combat droids in Quebec, ran them to Maryland, and used them to steal two nuclear bombs. He also nearly stole the Valkyrie-200, and he managed to briefly get droids into one of the two facilities that could control all of the Americans’ Valkyries before his adversaries wised up and destroyed it.

And then he screwed up. He didn’t secure his base or the stolen bombs adequately, and two men were able to infiltrate it, detonate the bombs, destroy all but the lowest half of the lowest level of his bunker, and leave him barely alive.

After the blast, he crawled on hands and one knee over railroad ties down a long emergency tunnel while dragging a worthless leg along behind. The pain he felt during and after his slow motion escape was extraordinary, but Nikolai Mikhailovich Fedorov was nothing if not stubborn. He felt a compelling need to survive, and he ignored the nauseating signals from his body which reported to his brain that his knee was being destroyed.

When he recovered enough strength to try to make his way beyond the emergency tunnel, he raided the supply closet near the exit. Into a backpack went the dwindling supply of stasis vacuum sealed food that had not gone bad over the centuries, matches, antibiotics, a box of two hundred life extension treatments, and vodka.

In an unexpected twist of good fortune, Nikolai found a pair of unused crutches in a back corner of the supply closet still in their plastic wrappers. He retrieved those as well, and prepared to begin a new journey and locate whatever help might be available in the tundra beyond the door at the end of the tunnel.

Although the crutches increased the distance he could cover in a day from one mile to ten, Nikolai almost froze to death anyway. The days were reasonable enough in Siberian springtime, but the nights were still brutal and barely survivable for a man without shelter.

On the fourth day after he left the emergency tunnel, the last of Nikolai’s strength was just about used up. His armpits screamed in protest as the lightly padded tops of the crutches dug into them with each of his strides. His arms and his good leg quivered with the effort of propelling him forward. And perhaps worst of all, one of his boots had become waterlogged at a small stream. The toes on that foot were frostbitten, and they somehow felt frozen and burned at the same time. But none of those things was his biggest problem.

The most acute threat to his survival was the open wound on the knee that had crawled over a mile of railroad ties. It was badly infected, and the antibiotics seemed not to be helping. Nikolai could see an ugly spiderweb of hot red lines spreading down to his shin and up to his thigh, and he could feel a fever starting to build.

I must find people today or tonight, he thought to himself. Tomorrow will be too late.

When the sun stood high in the sky, he spotted a thin tendril of smoke rising above the middle of a wooded area. He headed for it, and he became something of a machine that placed crutches, then swung itself ahead another three feet onto its good leg, then paused for the briefest moment, then repeated the process.

He would never have made it to the middle of the woods if he hadn’t found a narrow trail of packed dirt. Even with the trail, he was barely able to arrive before sundown. But in the last hour of daylight, he came upon a clearing with a small cottage at the center.

When he saw the habitation, his body quit on him and he could advance no further. He said, “Help!” as many times as he could in a raspy and desperate voice, and then he pitched forward and fell face first to the cold ground and knew no more.

When Nikolai awoke, he was on a straw mattress and beneath several quilts. A woman of perhaps sixty with broad shoulders and powerful legs and large hands stood over him. Her gray hair was worked into a pair of thick braids that extended a foot below a faded red babushka that was tied around her head.

Nikolai took a quick inventory of himself. Although he was still as weak as a kitten, he felt somewhat less weary, and he was in considerably less pain. He also didn’t seem feverish, at least for the moment.

He gave his rescuer a small smile. “I owe you thanks, mother.” He knew the woman was no relation of his, but for many years, “mother” had been a term he had used to address all women who had a biological age that was meaningfully greater than his own. Nikolai had been taking EXTs since he was thirty-five.

The woman snorted. “Mother,” she said, frowning. “I have no children. Nor do I want any. No. What I need is a husband.”

“Ah...” Nikolai said. He tensed the muscles in his arms and legs and chest and shoulders, and he confirmed that on a scale of 1 to 10, his strength was no better than two.

The woman continued. “When you have recovered, you will share my labors and you will share my bed, and if you are unwilling to do either of those things, you may retrieve your crutches from my porch and hop your skinny ass out of my woods.”

Some of the internal fire that had helped the Red Tyrant take control of a nation flared to life. In a clear voice of command that had compelled countless people to cower in fear, he asked, “Do you know who I am?”

The woman locked her gray eyes with his blue eyes and replied in a voice that also carried an edge, “I know who you are, man out of legend.” She moved to the bedside, stood over Nikolai, and bent forward and lowered her face until it was less than a foot away from his. “The more important question,” she said, “is whether you know who I am.”

“I, ah...”

“I am the woman who could have left you for the wolves that come out at sunset. I am the woman who could pull the pillow from beneath your head and smother you with it. I am the woman who has concealed your backpack of supplies deep in my forest.”

She leaned even closer. “I am a woman without neighbors and without morals. I have been dealt a poor hand in life, but it has left me with nothing to lose, and I am not afraid of anything. I am most especially not afraid of a man who lost a war six hundred years ago.”

“We didn’t lose,” Nikolai said, mostly to stall for time and try to come up with some plan of escape, or at least a plan to stabilize the situation.

The woman shook her head slowly. “Everyone lost the war,” she said. Then: “Do we have a deal?”

“A deal?” Nikolai asked in a high pitched squeak of a voice that he found embarrassing but couldn’t seem to control.

The woman frowned again and crossed the room to the fireplace that sent heat out from the far wall. She retrieved a poker that rested on the hearth and returned to Nikolai’s bedside. She jabbed his ribs, lightly but not too lightly, with the business end of the poker three times to emphasize her words as she said, “Do we have a deal?”

Nikolai broke. “Yes! Yes!” He had broken many, many men over his decades of absolute rule, and some detached part of his mind found it interesting to be on the other end of the process.

“Hmm,” the woman said as she nodded in satisfaction. She patted Nikolai’s cheek with one of her large hands, and her touch was almost gentle. She removed her babushka and laid it on the table. She smoothed her hair, and got a look on her face that Nikolai couldn’t quite read.

When she began to speak again, her voice was formal. “Repeat, please. I, Nikolai, take thee, Ilya.”

“What?!” the Red Tyrant exclaimed. He began to thrash about such as he was able to do so, and his reaction earned him another poke in the ribs that was harder than the ones before. Nikolai flinched, and when he spoke a moment later, he made a monumental effort to keep his voice steady and reasonable. “Surely we must say our vows before a minister.”

“There is no minister for a hundred miles. We will say our vows, and God will hear them, and that will be enough.” The woman began again. “I, Nikolai, take thee, Ilya...”

The man once known as the Red Tyrant took in the scene, especially the part that featured the poker and the strong hand which held it, and his urge to survive displaced everything else. He heard himself say, “I, Nikolai, take thee, Ilya.”

He repeated the parts about having and holding and loving and honoring and cherishing, and he listened as his rescuer spoke of the same things.

There were apparently no rings necessary to satisfy Ilya’s conception of a wedding. When she finished her own vows, she brought the strange ceremony to an end by leaning forward and saying, “You may kiss the bride.”

He looked into her gray eyes, and she seemed to him like a shark that was sizing up a young walrus. He puckered his lips the tiniest bit, and she kissed them soundly and pulled away with a great smack.

His new bride then grabbed the bottom of the quilts and threw the right half of them atop the bed and revealed Nikolai’s mostly unclothed body.

But she didn’t get into the bed with him. Instead, she looked at his wounded knee. She tilted her head and studied it for a moment.

She nodded, pulled the blankets back to their original position, and said, “Three days. Then you sleep with me. Goodnight, Husband.” Before Nikolai could react, she crossed the room, passed through the doorway, and closed a heavy oak door behind her.

The immediate threat to his survival seemed to have passed, and that allowed Nikolai to focus on the fact that he was tremendously thirsty. He turned his head towards the door and through it he called out, “Wait, may I have a glass of water?”

He heard the sound of a heavy lock being turned and a bolt engaging with a sharp thunk, then footsteps moving away, and then nothing more for the remainder of the night.

The Red Tyrant’s reemergence has had a meaningful effect on my own life. I’m still more than surprised that he survived the two nuclear detonations that Jack Ross and I set off inside his base, but if my long life has taught me anything, it is to expect the unexpected.

And about my unprecedented longevity. I’ll say this in favor of a greatly extended lifespan: it allows a person such as the one I have become a long time in which to atone for misdeeds.

Perhaps a very long life can do even more than that. Although I don’t usually dare to dream of it, perhaps it can even offer a chance at redemption.

In my younger days, people who mattered to me called me Little Jeffy, and Jeff, and buddy, and sweetheart, but none of those has applied to me for a long time.

My name is Lord Jeffrey.

This is my story.


Chapter 2

I am aware of at least seven people who are currently alive and who were born before the Kinetic War: myself, Alexis Ross, her mother Laura, John Dawson, Annabelle Dawson, King John, and the Red Tyrant. There certainly may be others who are unknown to me.

But of the people listed above, I am unique in that I’ve been awake the whole time; I’ve not passed so much as a single day in cryosleep. And so, measured by years subjectively experienced, I’m the oldest person in history by about five centuries. Unless Methuselah and the others listed near the beginning of the King James actually did live to be nine hundred years old, which I will admit is possible.

I try to keep an open mind.

The others from the old days, at least the ones I’ve talked to, seem to divide their lives into “before I was in cryosleep” and “after I was in cryosleep”. Since I can’t do that, my memories are generally filed under “before I founded the Society” and “after I founded the Society”.

That’s the event that made me someone else. The first time I concealed my antigrav belt under my cloak and rose up before a group of terrified refugees and declared myself to be Lord Jeffrey...that’s when the person I had been before well and truly left the building.

I feel a compulsion to keep going. There’s an essential part of my character that’s like the Joshua trees that used to grow everywhere in the desert wastes around Las Vegas: twisted and brutal, but dug in and stubborn and there for the long haul. My will to survive was content to exist in the background when the world was civilized, but not when my continued existence became threatened.

I hated to see the old me go, but he wasn’t going to survive much longer during the Lost Years. Jeff Hamm was imperfect, but he was a good fellow, and I liked being him.

I’ve been wondering just lately if I might be able to get him back.

Towards that end, I’ve been thinking of my early years a lot lately. I’ve also been trying to distill things I learned long ago that I’ve partly or entirely forgotten that might prove useful in fighting back against the Red Tyrant. He stands poised to cause a lot of problems for King Harold’s people, and if he is able to conquer the Realm, he can’t possibly fail to turn his attentions to my Nords up in what used to be Canada.

Whether you live to be seventy or seven hundred, the things you learn during your first few decades shape your basic thinking much more than anything that follows, and I’ve been going back through those years in my mind starting with my earliest memories of Grammy Lo.

My parents didn’t feature too much in my childhood. My father died in an accident when I was very young. After that, my mother went numb, I think, and she didn’t interact with me or anyone else very much at all. I spent most of my time at my grandmother’s house in the years I was growing up.

Grammy Lo liked old movies. Really old movies, preferably from the days when they couldn’t or didn’t film them in color.

She’d stop everything at seven o’clock and run one of them almost every night, and since I usually wanted to be wherever she was when I was little, I saw a few thousand of them over the years.

I didn’t follow most of the plots, but that doesn’t mean I didn’t enjoy them. I liked the friendly piano player in Casablanca who was always looking out for Rick, even if I couldn’t puzzle out what a French resistance movement might be or who the Nazis were or why everyone needed an exit visa.

I thought Gene Kelly’s tap dancing in the rain was interesting even if the subtle criticisms of the entertainment industry went over my head, and I thought Marilyn Monroe’s high pitched voice and exaggerated facial expressions were funny, although I couldn’t figure out why the men in her movies fell all over themselves to spend time with her.

Mostly, the movies were a tame way to end the day at Grammy Lo’s house. “It’s time to bring this day in for a landing, Little Jeffy,” she’d say before the movies started.

But there was one scene in one of them that I applied to my actual life in a way that ended up influencing how I think about a lot of things.

We watched tons of noir films that featured Al Capone style gangsters in New York or Chicago, and they were all about the same. The wise guys used catchy lingo and wreaked havoc for an hour and a half, and then infighting or clever police work or both of those things brought the bad guys down.

In one of the gangster films, one of the bad guys always carried a roll of nickels in his pocket, and he’d cup them in his hand when he planned to hit someone. Every time he did that in the movie, the other guy got flattened by a single punch.

After one of the knockouts, another gangster looked at the nickels and asked, “Say...why don’t’cha just carry brass knuckles?” and the lead bad guy said, “’Cuz, dummy – brass knuckles is illegal in New York!”

The morning after we watched that one, I asked Grammy Lo, “How did that man in the movie make a roll of nickels?”

“Hmm? Oh. They make little paper tubes that let you kind of stack up coins.” She took a sip of coffee. “I think I have a few of them somewhere.”

“You do?!”

Grammy Lo smiled at me the way she always did when I was enthusiastic about something. She stood up and said, “Eat your eggs. I’ll see if I can find them.”

By the time I polished off my eggs and my last slice of toast, she came back and handed me a dozen little strips of heavy paper in a variety of colors. There were thicker ones labelled “quarters” and “nickels”, and thinner ones labelled “pennies” and “dimes”.

“I’ll get my money,” I said. I ran to my room and grabbed an old coffee can that was two thirds empty, but which had my life savings in the bottom.

There was no such thing as paper money in the 23rd Century. It was too easy to fake, and so all meaningful denominations were digital.

But coins survived. Parents and teachers still thought they were useful for teaching kids about money and letting them make small purchases, and they weren’t cost effective to counterfeit. And maybe more importantly, there were a number of influential rich people with a numismatic bent who were serious coin collectors, and they complained enough about phasing out coins to keep Congress from ever completely shutting down the mints. And besides, I think President Jones liked having his profile on the silver dollar.

So in the days of my youth, adults had credit chips, young kids had coins, and bills had gone the way of the dodo.

Grammy Lo showed me the tricks of opening a paper strip into a tube, using a finger to balance the first coin sideways, filling in the rest of one half of the tube and folding over the flaps, and then repeating the process on the other side. I got the hang of it, and I soon had much of my liquid wealth stored in neat cylinders that held five dollars in dimes or fifty cents in pennies or whatever.

Later that day, I put one of the rolls of nickels in a small unused compartment in my green backpack. I didn’t have any plans to grab it and punch anyone, but I found the thought of a weapon that according to a movie I was allowed to carry to be fascinating.

My best friend in elementary school was a kid named Herbie, and he carried a single Black Cat firecracker in his pencil box for years. It was the kind of thing that might cause a problem if it went off while it was resting on your eyelid or stuffed inside your ear, but which was otherwise just a noisemaker. He kept it close at hand for the same reason I put the roll of nickels in my backpack.

Young boys like to know that they have an ace in the hole if things get squirrely.

Soon after I placed them, I forgot about the nickels, and they came along to school with me largely unnoticed for the next five years before they resurfaced and taught me this lesson:

You can get useful ideas from fiction far more often than most people think.


Chapter 3

To make a great understatement, alphabets have proven to be fairly useful through the ages.

It’s tough to move the ball and really advance a civilization without the ability to write and permanently store information so that others can absorb it and add to it later. No knock on prehistoric hunter-gatherers, but they weren’t very close to being able to make a clock radio, you know?

But big picture benefits aside, the alphabet generated a specific benefit for me personally that came to dominate my thinking in the sixth grade. It took the form of placing me, last name Hamm, one seat behind Mandy, last name Hall, in my social studies class.

I had a strange sort of proto-love for her. Parts of me were just booting up that year, and I found her compelling, but for nonspecific reasons.

Her hair was long, and dark, and curly, and it just seemed nice to me in a way that no one else’s hair did. The white shoes she wore every day were interesting, and I knew the open pattern they made at the toes and the shape of the scuff on the right one.

Her voice seemed special, particularly when she spoke to me directly, saying something like, “Here you go,” as she passed back a stack of hard copy docs. Occasionally she said my name – “Hi, Jeff.” – and elevated my mood for the remainder of the day.

Now, Mandy’s heart was set on someone else. His name was Tommy, and he was in seventh grade. He played football with both skill and reckless abandon, had a great volume of hair, and had noticeable muscle mass at an age when most of us at the middle school were still walking twigs.

Tommy was very well liked, and not just by his fellow students. His teachers smiled when his name was mentioned, and thoughts of him made his coach dream of riding Tommy’s coattails to a job at the high school, and then to a highly paid position on a college sideline, which the coach believed was long overdue.

In short, Tommy was a lock to be coronated “Mr. Falcon” at the end of the eighth grade and have his name added to the plaque below a painting of our winged mascot in the cafeteria that chronicled two dozen years’ worth of kids who had been popular enough to be named Mr. or Ms. Falcon.

But there was something about Tommy that no one talked about.

He had a cruel streak. It wasn’t enough for him to be the top dog. He wanted respect from everyone, and that meant a surprising variety of things to him.

Mandy committed three crimes as far as Tommy was concerned. She was not popular. She was poor. And she expressed in writing that she might like him.

Mandy mentioned him in a message to a girl she considered a friend one day at ten o’clock. The other girl knew what she had right away – a digital document that might allow her to get slightly closer to Tommy. The thought that she had a reason to communicate with him directly left her somewhat breathless. By 10:15 Tommy had the message, and by 10:30 the humiliation had begun.

He sought Mandy out. In the halls he told her he could get her a bottle of dandruff shampoo if she didn’t have one, and his pack of followers laughed like the orchestra on a late night talk show after the host tells a dumb joke during his monologue.

The next day Tommy complimented her white shoes with a sneer and asked if they were the same ones she had worn yesterday. He made it a point to repeat that observation every day.

Mandy changed. Her shoulders started to slump when she sat at the desk in front of mine in social studies. She cut her hair short, and it started to look very dry, as if she was washing it much too often.

She stopped wearing her white shoes most days, and she started to wear a rotation of three pairs of the kind of flip flops you could get out of a giant bin at the dollar store.

She got fidgety. She’d leave class as soon as we were dismissed, and she’d head for a back stairwell that no one really used to get upstairs to her next class.

It was heartbreaking to watch. I was still enamored with her, and I wanted to do something to help her more than anything, but I was only twelve, and I was short on ideas of specific tactics that might be useful.

At the end of the last school day before spring break, I left my eighth period math class and came across Tommy and two of his friends bothering Mandy and speculating on where a poor girl might go for the vacation week. One of the friends said, “Lemme guess...Paris! You goin’ to Paris?”

Mandy just stood there and didn’t say anything while Tommy said, “Naw, she’s goin to somewhere with more beaches. She’s been breakin’ in them flip flops for weeks now. Which beach you goin’ to?”

When she didn’t answer for a few seconds, Tommy said, “I asked you a question!” and whapped a folder out of her hand. Papers flew everywhere.

One of the other guys was uncomfortable enough to voice a timid, “Hey, c’mon, Tommy.”

The boy who would one day be Mr. Falcon turned and pointed at him and said, “Get outta here.” He pointed to the other boy and said, “You, too. Private conversation.” The friends didn’t have to be asked twice.

Mandy used the moment Tommy was issuing orders to slip into a long hallway that had vending machines in an alcove at the end of it. She abandoned her papers and her folder and moved with surprising quickness. I hoped she’d gotten away clean, but it didn’t take Tommy long to figure out where she must have gone, and he started down the hallway himself. I followed along about twenty paces behind.

I got near enough to the end of the hall to peer around the corner and into the alcove. Tommy had his back to me. He had one palm on a wall, and one on a Coke machine, and his two arms, the wall, and the machine made a little square around Mandy. She was crying and saying, “I’m sorry,” over and over.

I’m not sure what I would have done if he hadn’t pushed her. But he did. Mandy tried to move past his left arm, and he pushed her shoulder. Her back hit the large plastic sheet at the front of the Coke machine, and the plastic made a whummm-whum sound as it flexed. “We’re not finished talking,” Tommy said.

My hand seemed to be moving on its own as it crept over my shoulder and under one of my backpack’s small flaps and retrieved my old roll of nickels. My feet seemed to move on their own as they slid ahead three strides until I was right behind Tommy. And my mouth seemed to work on its own as it said, in the deepest voice I could manage, “Coach is comin’, Tommy.”

Tommy’s head started to move around fast, but my fist was already on the way. By the time I could see his profile it was inches away from him, and I landed a clean punch flush on the side of his chin.

Force equals mass times acceleration, teachers say in science class. And it turns out that the extra mass of forty nickels, when directed to a very small surface area like a knuckle, can have, in the right circumstances, a dramatic effect.

Tommy outweighed me by thirty pounds, but his knees buckled and gave way and he fell away from the Coke machine. He slumped to the ground and hit the carpet in three places: hip, shoulder, head.

“Come on!” I said.

Mandy stepped over Tommy’s legs while he rolled slowly in a face down sprawl and groaned softly, and we left the alcove and began a very rapid walk up the long hallway. About halfway to the end, I whispered, “I don’t think he ever saw me. Please don’t tell anyone it was me.”

“Never,” she said. “Never.”

We got to the end of the hallway and made a right, and then a left, and we got outside near the bus circle. When we reached the second bus, Mandy said, “Thank you, Jeff, thank you,” climbed the three steps beyond the folding yellow door, and was gone.

I got onto my own bus and took my seat. Thirty minutes later, I was in my room.

I fully expected that I’d be found out, and that I’d be expelled from school, and that Tommy and his friends would kill me. I passed a very stressful spring break worrying about those things and others.

But none of them ever came to pass. Tommy apparently really hadn’t seen me. I passed him in the hall a couple of times the week after spring break, and there was no flicker of recognition on his face. I wasn’t a known associate of Mandy’s; I was just a boy who had a crush on her, and I think that was important. I was never disciplined or beaten up, either one.

Mandy never came back to my school. Whether she went somewhere else for the rest of the year or just skipped I can’t say.

I saw her leaving the grocery store with her mother once about a month later, but I didn’t have a chance to talk to her. One day that summer, I rode my skateboard over to the duplex where she lived, and there was a for rent sign in front of her side of it.

My own childhood continued on as normal, and I never harmed anyone else until after the Kinetic War. But the incident with Tommy and Mandy taught me something important that I filed away.

The aggressive use of unexpected force can be extraordinarily effective.


Chapter 4

I had four friends in high school who mattered, and the five of us met up most Thursday nights and spent a few hours working through role playing games. Not the digital ones that overlaid reality with images projected on an eLense and kept track of everything for you. We favored the old versions with dice and hard copy maps and statistics kept by hand. Such things were making a comeback in the late 23rd Century.

One Thursday night during our sophomore year, we gathered at Abby’s house. We were unplugged all the way; none of us had our eLenses in, and Abby had the AI and all of the smart systems in her kitchen turned off. It was just the five of us, and assorted beverages, and the game.

I sat at the head of the rectangular kitchen table. I was the Theater Overlord, which was just what the Board Battles Company called a Dungeon Master. It was my job to keep order and tell the story as the game unfolded.

Abby and Bella sat to my right, and Cameron and Doug sat to my left. Cam bit his bottom lip and examined the board in the middle of the table, which for the evening’s scenario was mostly a map of Germany, occupied France, and England that was labelled “Europe, 1941”. I bought it for us to play because it reminded me of Casablanca.

A little metal train stood atop Stuttgart, and it was flanked by tiny figures that represented an English spy and an officer of the Nazi SS.

Over the last couple of hours, the tokens had advanced from Berlin to Dresden to Heidelberg to Stuttgart as Cam and Doug tried to smuggle Nazi battle plans out of Germany, and Abby and Bella tried to stop them.

The train that the imaginary spy and the SS officer travelled in was tantalizingly close to the border with Switzerland, and the scenario was nearing its conclusion. A number of game cards that had already been played were scattered all around face up, and only a few remained face down on the table.

Cam, who was playing as Churchill, took a final glance at his last remaining card, placed it back on the table face down, and said, “We’re good.” He had an assassin on the train that he could have used to try to murder the SS officer, and his card would make it more likely that the attack would be successful if he ordered it, but it would be better for the Allies in future scenarios of the game if the assassin stood down and didn’t blow his cover.

Quick as lightning, Abby flipped one of her two remaining cards to me at the end of the table. The card featured an old fashioned Panzer tank with an iron cross on the side and a -4 written beneath it. Abby and Bella flashed big grins, and Cam and Doug pursed their lips and frowned.

“That’s alright,” Doug said as he took three dice in hand. “I’ll sneak by you anyway.” He rolled the dice, and they came up 4, 4, and 6.

I murmured, “Fourteen minus four is ten...” as I ran my finger down my Theater Overlord notes. Nine or higher was what Doug, who was playing the spy, needed to avoid a confrontation with the SS officer, but no one else knew that yet. I narrated the version of the next part of the story that a roll of nine or higher called for.

“The man who called himself Tom,” I said to the group, “examined his face in the mirror and made a small adjustment to his false moustache. It had held up well, all things considered, over the last twenty hours.

“He exited the passenger car’s tiny restroom, walked up the aisle...” I looked around at my friends dramatically before finishing, “...and returned to his seat without incident.”

“Nein!” / “Gaah!” Abby and Bella exclaimed. Across from them, Cam drummed on the table with his hands and Doug’s face lit up with a great smile. Cam placed his last card face up near the center of the board. The card featured the crown of the English monarch with a +7 above it, and it provoked a new round of protests from Abby and Bella.

“That’s just great,” Bella said.

“Achtung!” Abby said.

Bella looked at Abby. “So...’attention’ doesn’t really work here.” Abby squinted and then shrugged.

Doug rolled the three dice a final time. It wasn’t a very good roll; they came up 2, 1, and 3. But with the seven extra points, he had more than the twelve that he and Cam needed. I resumed the story.

“The man who called himself Tom placed the shoulder bag with the stolen file between his feet and looked out the window. He studied his dim reflection in the glass as much as the snowy German countryside gliding by. He was still studying it when the train passed the border and continued on into neutral Switzerland.”

Abby and Bella groaned, and Cam and Doug gave each other a high five. I continued.

“An hour later, the man who called himself Tom disembarked at Zurich. Nine hours after that, he stood before Churchill at Number 10 Downing Street and briefed him on the contents of the file he had smuggled out of Germany.”

I moved the little metal train and the SS officer figure to Zurich, and I placed the spy figure next to a tiny Churchill who stood up in London.

I nodded to Doug, and he opened the envelope in front of him, unfolded the note inside, and began to read.

“Mr. Prime Minister,” he said, “we have learned that the Reich is planning to launch ‘Operation Bluebird’ within the fortnight. They intend to have the Luftwaffe drop a material number of paratroopers from the 9th Army to secure a landing area, and to have the Kreigsmarine transport infantry from the 16th Army across the Channel, land them four miles east of Brighton, and then march on London.” Cam picked up an unlit cigar he’d gotten somewhere, started chewing on the end, and nodded.

I said, “Last decision of the scenario for you. Do you commit forces south to face the new threat?”

In a British accent, Cam spoke around the cigar and said, “I most assuredly do. We shall meet these invaders upon the beach with bright eyes and bushy tails, what, what?” He slid a small metal airplane, a tank, a cavalryman on horseback, and two infantrymen to the south. He held the cigar in his teeth, grinned, and wiggled his eyebrows.

As soon as he finished moving his forces, Abby turned her last card face up and tossed it to the middle of the board. Under script that read “Double Agent” it contained an image of a man in a trench coat who had two faces, one looking in each direction. Cam’s smug expression became more muted. “Those never work,” he said.

Abby shrugged, picked up the three dice, and rolled a 5, 5, and a 6. Cam and Doug looked worried, and Abby and Bella looked hopeful. A roll of sixteen was sometimes high enough to activate one of the special cards.

I ran my finger down one of the tables in my notes and selected the correct ending.

I said, “Back in Berlin, Nigel sat in a booth in a tavern and ordered another pitcher of beer. He felt very unhappy, but the reality is that whether it is a time of war or a time of peace, debts are debts, and his were crushing.”

Bella’s eyebrows rose higher, and Abby opened her mouth and got ready to shout some German word. Cam and Doug didn’t look happy at all.

“Nigel had no idea what had been in the file he’d been instructed to pass to Tom. But Keitel, the man who had provided the file, knew its contents very well. He had created them out of whole cloth, the complete battle plans for an invasion of England that would begin outside of Brighton. But Operation Bluebird wasn’t going to Brighton at all,” I said. “It was going...to Newcastle.”

“Ja!!!” Abby exclaimed, pointing at Cam and Doug,

“You stole fake plans, suckers!!” Bella added.

Cam took the cigar out of his mouth and examined the well chewed end of it as if searching for answers. Doug exhaled and shook his head, then said, “That’s fine. As soon as we get America to jump into the war, you guys are toast.”

“Good luck getting them around our U-boats, boys,” Bella said.

My friends razzed each other while I put the board, dice, cards and game tokens back in the box. I arranged everything around the other maps and notes and little figurines of Roosevelt, Eisenhower, Stalin, Mussolini and others that hadn’t played a part in the scenario we’d just finished.

Everyone stayed around the table for half an hour, and then Bella, Cam, and Doug piled into Doug’s car and headed home. I lived one street over, and I told them I’d just walk back.

Abby turned on the AI in her kitchen, and it delivered a message from her mother. “Abby – we’re going to be out later than I thought – Dad’s boss wants everyone to go out for drinks – we’ll be back around one, I think – love you.”

Abby bit her lip. She looked at me and asked, “Can you hang out and watch a movie?”

“Sure,” I said.

We went to her living room and sat on the couch in front of the large vid screen. “You pick,” Abby said. She turned on her system, and then added, “Let’s watch an old one.”

Everybody knew I had seen pretty much everything worth watching from the 20th and 21st Centuries. I tried to come up with something funny I’d watched with Grammy Lo that I hadn’t seen for a long time.

Abby was the only one in the friend group who couldn’t drive yet. She was a few months younger than the rest of us, but she was going to turn sixteen soon, and that ended up guiding my thinking. “Have you seen Sixteen Candles?”

“No,” Abby said.

I called the movie up and it started to play.

It was corny and pretty funny, just like I remembered it. Some of the problems kids had 300 years before our time were hard to grasp, but most of them weren’t.

But the main thing over the next couple of hours wasn’t the movie. It was Abby.

She was really quiet, and when she went to the kitchen and came back with a couple of Cokes for us, she sat down on the couch much closer to me than she’d been before. A little while after that, she grabbed a blanket off the back of the couch and covered both of us with it, and before long she was snuggled up against me.

Abby was good looking, and in the same situation with almost any other pretty girl I would have kissed her, but it was Abby. We’d been good friends for three years without so much as a hint of romance, and that confused me; I was scared of misreading the situation and screwing things up. I debated what to do in my mind and in the end I couldn’t settle on anything and I just sat still.

The movie got to the last scene. In it, the lead actor and actress end up sitting across from each other on a glass table with a birthday cake topped with flaming candles between them. They somehow manage not to shatter the table, lean forward, and kiss.

When the credits started to roll, Abby gave me a strange little smile and stood up. She took a fat candle from an end table and lit it with a long-nosed lighter that looked kind of like a water pistol. She walked back to the table where we’d played the role playing game earlier and put the candle in the center. Then she hopped up on the table, sat cross legged, and looked at me, still with the same smile on her face.

I had to decide whether to get over the fact that she was a longtime friend or not, and I couldn’t wait any longer to do it.

I made up my mind. I walked over to the table and sat cross legged on the other end. She parted her lips and leaned forward, and I did as well, sure that the table would collapse or that I’d light some part of my clothes on fire in the candle flame. But those things didn’t happen, and we kissed for a long time.

We were always a couple after that, and being with Abby taught me a compelling truth:

Falling in love makes absolutely everything better.


Chapter 5

Our senior year, Abby and I went to homecoming and prom and graduation, and along the way, we got into Swarthmore. If I had been single, I probably would have gone to Penn State, but Abby had wanted to go to Swarthmore for years, and that was good enough for me.

I studied English, and she studied chemistry. We were together for a lot of every day, but we didn’t have any classes together until our last year of college. We both took an elective called “National Economic Issues” with Professor Kirk at noon on Tuesdays and Thursdays. It ended up being our favorite class.

One Thursday near the end of his lecture, Professor Kirk started waving his hands around, and Abby and I exchanged amused glances from our chairs in the fourth row. When Kirk started waving his hands, the lecture usually went from fairly interesting to really interesting.

“Now,” he said with emphasis. “Three letters for you to ponder before we meet again. E...X...T. All of the remaining regulatory obstacles to introducing life extension treatments to the masses are about to disappear, and I have no doubt that they will soon be in every medicine cabinet.

“The phenomenon is being billed as the greatest egalitarian development in history. Extended life for all! What could be better and more fair and more equal than that?

“But is that so? Have the egalitarians won a great victory for the common man, or are EXTs a Trojan Horse that their adversaries hope to use to checkmate their ancient rivals and consolidate their power base for all time?”

A tone sounded in the speaker at the top of the room signaling the end of the class. “That’s where we’ll pick up on Tuesday,” Kirk said. He busied himself tidying up items at his podium, which was his way of saying, “Class dismissed.”

The other students in the room started to stand and collect their stuff, but I stayed in my seat. Abby looked at me and asked, “Are we still going to Keeton’s?”

I looked up and said, “Yeah, absolutely. Order me a latte, and I’ll be there in ten minutes, OK?” Abby nodded and joined the other students streaming out of the room.

There was something that had been on my mind all week, and now that Professor Kirk had raised the issue of EXTs, I wanted to talk to him about it. After a couple of minutes, I was the last person remaining in the horseshoe formed by the seats.

Professor Kirk looked up at me and said, “You have follow up questions for me, Mr. Hamm.”

“If you have time, yes.”

“I always have time for follow up questions. And besides, I already know what the first one is.”

“You do?”

“I do. You want to know if becoming a sales representative for a company that sells life extension treatments is a moral career choice.”

He’d hit the bulls-eye with no information to work with. My mouth hung open and I gaped at him like a man who goes jogging on a nature trail and encounters an elf. “How...do you know that?” I managed.

Professor Kirk took a seat in the tall rolling chair next to his podium which he never occupied during his lectures. “Well, you are a senior, and an English major, but you have not applied to any PhD programs, and you have never indicated that you intend to become a writer. And you strike me as uninterested in becoming an English teacher, so I can surmise that you plan to work in a field outside your major course of study.

“There are many occupations you might pursue, but the most likely initial path that would allow you to pay off student loans in a reasonable length of time most probably involves sales. And there is no industry hiring more sales reps these days than the pharmaceutical firms looking to become the go-to supplier of EXTs for the masses. So there you have it.”

“Wow,” I said. I wondered if other people could piece my life together as easily as that.

“Also,” Professor Kirk said, “I saw you talking to the blonde woman with the unusually long braid at the New England Longevity table in the commons on Tuesday.” He smiled at me, and I returned the expression. I was relieved to know that my ability to keep secrets wasn’t quite as lousy as he’d first made it seem.

“That was some braid she had,” I said.

Professor Kirk nodded. “It looked to me like if she flipped her head just right, she might be able to smack someone three quarters of a meter away with the end of it. Fascinating! Hair so healthy that it might theoretically be weaponized seems almost unbelievable to a man like myself whose follicles have mostly turned out to be a bunch of quitters.”

I looked at his thinning hair and held back a laugh out of politeness until he started to chuckle, and then I joined in for a moment until Kirk got us back to the reason I’d stayed after class.

“I can’t tell you whether taking a job like that is moral or not, Mr. Hamm. Only you can make that assessment.”

“Oh,” I said. “OK. But, I mean...do you think EXTs will end up helping or hurting everyone?”

“It depends.”

“On what?”

Kirk stood up and walked over to the long table by the lecture hall’s main door. He kept a large clear container of Double Bubble gum on it, and he encouraged students to grab a piece on their way out.

He picked it up and brought it over to a small table next to his podium. It was mostly full, and there were probably several hundred pieces of individually wrapped gum inside. He grabbed a handful of them and made a pile on the podium. “Carnegie,” he said. He grabbed another handful and made another pile. “Rockefeller.” He repeated the process twice more and said, “Morgan,” and “Vanderbilt,” as he made the new piles.

“There have always been vast amounts of wealth in the hands of a small number of people.” He picked up the plastic container and shook the large number of pieces of gum remaining inside. “But there has always been plenty of money for everyone else to use to conduct their lives.”

Professor Kirk grabbed four more handfuls and doubled the size of the piles on the podium and said, “Even if the amounts that get out of the main supply and into the hands of a few get very large, it still hasn’t ever mattered. Do you know why, Mr. Hamm?”

I thought about it and wished I had the answer, but I didn’t. “No, sir.”

He held up a finger and said, “Because the heirs always screw it up. Maybe not right away. Maybe not for three or four or more generations. But eventually, the heirs blow the money on impressing their peers, or feeding their addictions, or they trust the wrong people, and the money goes back into the bucket.” He scooped the piles of gum back into the container.

“BUT!” he said, grabbing double handfuls of gum and making much larger piles on the podium. “What if the person who made the money in the first place lives to be not 100, but 1000 years old? Or 5000? I’ve seen reliable reports that EXTs will be so effective they’ll allow for lifespans like that.”

Kirk continued to add to the piles as he talked. “If you are the person who made a fortune in the first place - if you tore it from the Earth with your bare hands, if you will - you don’t usually want a new Ferrari or any other asset that won’t hold its value. Building a fortune from scratch is usually too difficult, and even if you get to the point that you can afford incredibly expensive things, you tend to pass on them.

“But that’s not so if a fortune is easy to get. And up until recently, there have been few things easier than merely outliving your grandfather.

“People who create fortunes themselves tend to hold onto them in ways that heirs don’t. And if the fortune creators live for fifty times longer than they ever have before, it makes the old system not work very well.”

I saw that Kirk had most of the gum placed into four overflowing piles, and only about 10% of it was left in the plastic container. He shook it around, and the few remaining pieces clunked and rattled against the sides. “Not a lot left for everyone else to handle the business of living.”

I looked at the mostly empty container. “So what happens then? How do you fix that?”

Professor Kirk smiled and said, “They’re already fixing it. Or at least they’re trying to. You’re aware of the Valkyrie Program, of course.”

“Sure.” They’d been launching a new colony ship a few times a year for my entire life.

“Do you know how many ships they originally planned to send out to the stars?”

“No.”

“Twelve. And yet they just launched the Valkyrie-193 last week, and their current plan is to build 200 of them.

“When they drew up the original plan for twelve ships, they wanted to make sure to establish at least a few viable colony worlds so that humanity won’t go extinct if we and the Soviets destroy each other with the ridiculous giant boulders we’re both placing in orbit as quickly as we can. But that’s not the only goal anymore. Not after the development of EXTs.

“If the people who originate the great fortunes are going to live fifty times longer,” he held up the mostly empty container and dropped the volume of his voice at the same time it got more intense, “then you need to have fifty times more gum. Which means you need fifty times more resources to develop. Which means you need fifty times more planets.

“They expect that about a quarter of the Valkyries will actually be able to start a viable colony. And 200 ships, at a 25% success rate, will yield the fifty settled worlds that they want.”

I was back to gaping.

“But to your question, Mr. Hamm. I would offer you the same advice that I’d give anyone leaving the college’s friendly confines and entering the workforce. Seek a job that you don’t mind doing most days, and that allows you to feel as if you are making a contribution to the lives of the customers you serve, and which pays you enough to live reasonably. If you have those three things, you can’t go wrong.”

I had a million more questions, but Professor Kirk looked at the clock at the back of the room again and said, “I have a faculty meeting across campus in twelve minutes, and the Dean does get irritated when people are late to his luncheons. Could I impose and ask you to get the gum back in the bucket for me?”

“Ah...of course,” I said.

“Excellent.” Professor Kirk collected two folders from the podium and headed for the exit. “I’ll see you on Tuesday, Mr. Hamm,” he said as he passed through the doorframe.

After thinking over what he’d said for a couple of minutes, I went to the small table. I thought about the Valkyrie Program while I cleaned up the piles of gum, and by the time I left the room to catch up with Abby at the coffee shop, I’d reached a new conclusion:

As long as your stated purpose is plausible, your actual purpose can be almost anything at all, and no one will even notice.


Chapter 6

I kept my interview with the New England Longevity Corporation.

Professor Kirk was right. I did want to make enough money to be able to live reasonably well and pay off my student loans at the same time. I also planned to ask Abby to marry me after we graduated, and I wanted to be able to support us through the years Abby planned to spend in graduate school.

Not that the company wasn’t controversial.

There were unusual alliances between various groups that were normally adversaries, but who united around the idea that EXTs were bad, and that they shouldn’t be available just for the asking. The main messaging against them was in three basic categories:

1. Almost all safety net programs will collapse.

The big program was the Dignity Payments that everyone received every month in the 23rd Century. It was expensive, and to raise enough money for the government to be able to make the payments, a lot of people had to work and pay taxes on their earnings. Congress tried to abracadabra money out of nowhere from time to time with various accounting tricks, but those always ended up causing inflation that was at least irritating, and sometimes crushing. Over the long term, you had to have most adults active in the workforce or something like Dignity Payments wouldn’t be viable.

But no one really bought the idea that if everyone lived to be thousands of years old they’d be willing to work for thousands of years. And so the people who lived on Dignity Payments, and the politicians with large numbers of constituents who lived on them, looked at EXTs with a wary eye.

2. EXTs are counter to scripture.

Most of the major faiths in 2298 included a belief in an afterlife that would allow a person’s spirit to live on in communion with a Creator if they had lived well, or that would punish a person’s spirit if they had lived poorly. Devout Americans hadn’t generally hastened the end of their natural lives, but a meaningful percentage of them weren’t excited about artificially extending their years on Earth and postponing their chance to reach heaven.

Some of the major faiths centered around a oneness with the natural world, and members of those congregations questioned whether an Earth populated by a tremendous number of very old people could square with their ideals as well.

3. The pharmaceutical companies will control everything if their product is necessary for most of everyone’s lifespan.

People had a love/hate relationship with the drug manufacturers. On the plus side, all of the well-known diseases except ALS had been cured, or were at least reliably treatable. People didn’t die of cancer or heart disease in 2298 any more than they died of consumption.

But the major pharma companies were very, very rich, and that tends to make people at least uncomfortable, and often suspicious.

Many believed that if the use of EXTs proliferated, and if the companies that made them grew richer still, there would come a point when they could influence anything and everything.

President Jones was rumored to be concerned about that. He’d been completely unchallenged since he exiled John Dawson to the Void in 2216, but even the most deeply entrenched weeds can be dug out of the garden if someone has a big enough shovel.

There were other groups in the anti-life extension camp, but you get the idea.

EXTs created a unique mashup of right-wing and left-wing activists, and they were loud. They joined together and engaged in a great deal of shouting and a little bit of violence and argued that we shouldn’t let the genie out of the bottle.

And so, while many enterprising young people like myself were in need of employment, most were unwilling to consider working directly for a producer of EXTs. It’s not appealing to most twentysomethings to take a job selling a product that a lot of the population seems to be upset about.

But to counter those headwinds, New England Longevity offered a top dollar base salary, and bonuses that could potentially reach levels I simply couldn’t believe.

Some of my classmates had already accepted offers to work as English teachers after graduation. If I went to work at NEL, I’d be guaranteed to make three times what a starting English teacher earned, and I’d have a chance to make several times that amount, and possibly more.

After I talked to Professor Kirk, I was still on the fence about whether to keep the interview. I caught up with Abby at our coffee shop, and she had our regular table and a latte for me at the empty seat across from hers. I sat down and told her about New England Longevity. She didn’t react much differently than she had when I told her about other interviews I’d set up, and that decided me.

The next day, I put on a pair of khakis and a white oxford shirt, a fairly new pair of brown shoes and a belt that matched, and met with an NEL rep named Vince in one of the little rooms in the placement office building that Swarthmore had for the on campus recruiters. As soon as he said hello, I could tell that he must have grown up in Texas.

I shook Vince’s hand, and we started talking. He had no questions about my studies or my employment experience or my understanding of the pharmaceutical industry. We talked about sports and a dopey movie we’d both seen recently, and I figured he was just taking his time getting to the real questions.

But there were no real questions. After ten minutes of shooting the breeze, he said, “Well, Jeff, you seem like our kind of guy. You’re charismatic, and you’re a good looking fella, and you’re easy to talk to. If you can start on June 1, and if you’re agreeable to 75% travel – and that’s weekdays only; you’re home every weekend – I’ll put you on the roster.”

I let that sink in for a moment. “I’m...are you offering me the job?”

“I am. Your signing bonus is payable half now and half on your start date.” He quoted a number of dollars that was sufficient to pay off more than a third of my loans in one shot.

When I just stared at him, he answered my next question before I got to it. “The bonus isn’t an advance or something lame like that. It’s on top of your other comp.”

“That’s...very generous,” I said. I glanced at the clock on the wall. The time slot for the interview had another 35 minutes to go. I felt like I was missing something. “And you don’t have any more questions for me?”

Vince smiled. He dropped his voice and said, “I find that often, the people we want have more questions for me than I have for them.” He winked and leaned back. “So ask away. Anything you want. You won’t hurt my feelings, and I won’t rescind the offer. Unless you punch me.” He laughed and clapped a couple of times at his own joke, and I joined him, not knowing what else to do.

After a moment, I asked, “OK, um...are you hiring other seniors?”

“From here? Not so far.”

“Oh. Have you interviewed others?”

“Yep. Seven people. Candidly, four of them weren’t right for the job, and the other three turned us down. But if I end up signing you and nobody else, then this was a good trip.”

I thought again of the signing bonus and salary and asked, “How is it that...why did the others pass? If you don’t mind me asking.”

Vince waved a hand. “I don’t mind at all. But you know the answer already.” He leaned forward and lowered his voice again. “The News of America has made us into a boogeyman. Everybody’s all worked up, and that makes people nervous about working for us. But do you know what our sales reps’ average Citizenship Score is?”

“I...have no idea.”

“93. That’s quite a bit higher than the national average. Do you know how many of our reps have been attacked in the line of duty in the history of our company?”

“No.”

“Zero. The News of America can always find somebody to complain about us and express concerns that we’re going to destroy society, and they can put commentators on screens everywhere doing the same thing, but our reps go about their business with no downside from the government or advocacy groups or anyone else. And do you know why, Jeff?”

“Um...because a lot of people want the treatments?”

Vince smiled. “You’re half right. If you want to know a little secret, almost everybody wants them. Some of the people shrieking the loudest about the dangers of EXTs want them every bit as much as everybody else, but with a twist. They only want them for themselves and their families and their friends. They’re worried about the other guy living to be thousands of years old, but they want the deal for themselves, and so whatever they say in public, deep down they love us.

“And now that Congress has agreed to remove all the rules that matter on distribution starting in June, everybody can get the deal. And they’re going to take it, Jeff. Our internal surveys estimate 92% adoption within five years. The only question is whether people buy EXTs from us or from our competitors. We want you and a hundred people like you to swing the odds in our direction.”

“Huh,” I said. My mind was spinning. Abby wanted to get a master’s degree after college, and one of the two schools at the top of her list was Rice. “What would my territory be again?”

“Southwest Region 1. I spent my childhood around there. Good place. I’d take it for myself if I was headed out in the field, but I’ll be quarterbacking everything from HQ up in Boston. Too cold up there. But anyway.”

Vince held up four fingers and counted off the places in what would be my territory. “Mississippi. Arkansas. Oklahoma. And a wedge of Texas along the Gulf Coast.”

“Oh.” I tried to call up a map of Texas in my head. “Do you happen to know if Rice University is in the wedge?”

Vince nodded. “It sure is. My uncle lived near there, and I’ve been to the campus for ball games. You’ll sell a lot in those parts, I guarantee it.”

“Huh,” I said. My mind was spinning, and I was getting more interested by the minute. But Vince was finished playing around.

“Lemme tell you about our First Fifty program. And if you don’t take my offer, I’d appreciate it if you’d keep this next part to yourself.”

“OK.”

“The board has authorized us recruiters to offer a sweetener to the fifty sales reps who come on board first. They might bump that to 100, but I wouldn’t count on it. Here’s the deal. If you’re in the first group, and you stay with us five years, you’re vested in the program, and you get free EXTs for life.”

“For...what kind of life?”

“For your life, and when you’re taking EXTs, that’s going to be a long time, my friend. Now, you’re not supposed to be considered for the program until your start date, but...” Vince fished a silver dollar out of his pocket and slapped it down on the table between us. “That there’s ‘valuable consideration,’ as the lawyers would say. If you pick up that dollar and shake my hand and say you’ll take the job, I’ll put you on the First Fifty list right now.”

I looked down at President Jones’ shiny profile on the silver dollar. It was mesmerizing, somehow. Any objections I had to taking the job seemed hard to frame, or even remember.

Without taking my eyes off the coin, I asked, “And if, at the end of the five years, I have a wife?”

“She gets free EXTs for life, too.”

I picked up the coin.

My interview with the New England Longevity Corporation taught me this:

If someone is reluctant to work for you, or work with you, overpaying works every time.


Chapter 7

Interlude: The Red Tyrant

Nikolai Mikhailovich Fedorov retrieved a small bag that contained a compass and a sextant from the back of the eight hundred year old Land Cruiser. He carried it to a small table with foldout legs where he had spread out his maps. The sun was nearly below the horizon, and the stars would be out soon.

His vehicle and the quark battery that powered it had survived the centuries in a large stasis locker, but the satellites on which its nav system depended were no longer operational. And with the devastation caused by the Rocks, and the passage of centuries that allowed the natural world to reclaim many of the manmade landmarks that once existed, his maps were often of limited value.

In truth, he enjoyed handling and using the well- made sextant. The old mariner’s tool was a marvel of ancient engineering, and it gave him an excuse to look at the moon and the stars, which were crisp and countless and lovely north of the arctic circle.

Nikolai sat in his folding chair and turned up his collar. It was getting cold, but he wasn’t concerned about that. The tent where he would sleep was large and kept warm by a heating unit, and he would pass the evening in comfortable surroundings while he read Dostoyevsky until he fell asleep.

The cool breeze shifted direction and brought a pleasant aroma to Nikolai’s nose. He turned towards the fire that burned a dozen yards away and watched the kettle dangling above it for a moment. “How long until it is ready?” he called out.

Ilya stopped stirring and filled the large wooden spoon she held. She brought it to her lips, blew on it, and tasted the hot stew. “Mmm...” she said, considering. “Ten minutes, Husband.” She went back to stirring.

Nikolai turned his attention to his maps and passed the time while he ran the next ten minutes off the clock. He stole a glance at Ilya a couple of times.

On the night of their “wedding”, he had fully intended to murder her as soon as he regained his strength. But he had discovered something most unexpected during the weeks Ilya nursed him back to health.

She was even more ambitious than he was. He had never encountered anyone like that before.

All his life, he had been the person who wanted wealth and power and respect and deference more than everyone else. He had taken that part of his character, combined it with a few good breaks and the ruthless elimination of anyone who stood in his way, and used it to take control of an enormous nation for decades. Rising to the top in the CSSR had not been for the faint of heart, and it had required a level of focus that nearly amounted to obsession.

But in her own way, Ilya was more ruthless still.

He noticed it first in how she acquired their food. When his infection cleared and his fever broke and he could hobble outside on his crutches, he watched her at work.

She tickled trout out of the creek behind her property with her bare hands, and when she had one above the surface, she would snatch its tail and brain it on a nearby rock and toss it dispassionately into her bucket. If she came across a snake, whether it was poisonous or not, she’d snatch it up with her thumb on the back of its head and break its neck with an almost casual flick of her wrist.

She hunted rabbits with a cudgel, and she never failed to come home with two or three of them. On occasion, she felled a deer with her cudgel and carried it draped over her wide shoulders back to the cottage in the clearing.

One night, after he’d been in her care for a week, she lay next to him in bed and outlined her plan for them. Her eyes seemed wild at first in the flickering light of a single candle, but Nikolai decided after a time that they were really just excited.

“You know where everything is, Husband,” she’d said. “You still know. We will find it. Many of the old things will be gone, but not all. We will find what is left, and we will rebuild Mother Russia.”

“Yes...” Nikolai said in the near darkness. In truth, his narrow escape from death and the pain from his badly damaged knees had muted his desire to expand his influence, but Ilya reawakened it.

Ilya dropped her voice to a whisper and said. “I know the Americans live still; you mutter about them in your sleep, Husband. We will rebuild, and you will deal a final defeat to the enemy. And I will be the queen of the world.”

“YES...” Nikolai said, louder. He could see it. He turned to look at Ilya, and he saw her in a new way.

He needed her.

He had no skills as a woodsman. His knees were improving, but he suspected that he might always be hobbled somewhat, and so he needed her physical strength as well. And her cunning. And her boldness. They were an unlikely pair, but they complimented each other in a way that appealed to Nikolai and which he suspected might lead to a series of moves that would come to shape the rebuilding world.

Assuming they could find the right pieces of surviving tech, of course.

They were headed for the city of Nordvik near the Laptev Sea. He’d once had assets there that he hoped had been preserved. His best guess was that they would arrive there no later than midafternoon the next day.

While he waited for dinner, the Red Tyrant played with his maps and determined that their camp was almost precisely the same distance from the American state of Montana as it was from Paris. Or from the radioactive ruin that had once been Paris.

Nikolai had liked the City of Lights, and he hadn’t dropped a nuke or a Rock on it, but someone else had. Many old scores were settled on the day of the second nuclear exchange in 2299, and it seemed that a few of the English were still pissed off about conflicts from past centuries forgotten by everyone except a handful of scholars and some of the men advising the Prime Minister.

Those men, the Red Tyrant hadn’t liked in the slightest, and the first CSSR Rock that didn’t go to America landed directly on London.

“Dinner is ready,” Ilya called out.

“Mmm.” Nikolai put his compass atop the map and went off to eat a bowl of rabbit stew.

The next day, Ilya was the first to spot what remained of the town. It looked different to her eye than the last dozen places she and Nikolai had visited. “They did not bomb this one, I think,” she said.

Ilya turned and rummaged through a bag on the back seat until she found a pair of binoculars. When she looked through them, she said, “Da. The structures have aged and decayed, but they were not blasted, Husband.”

Nikolai grunted. Although Ilya’s report was encouraging, he’d didn’t dare to believe it just yet.

But over the next ten minutes, he grew more hopeful by degrees. He saw first that Ilya was correct; the town appeared to have been abandoned at some point, but it had not been destroyed. Steel frames that had once been the bones of industrial buildings still stood, some of them with portions of walls hanging in there.

The streets were laid out in a grid, and the ruins of buildings that had once made things useful to the People and the Party were arranged in a configuration common to many towns in the CSSR. Nikolai had no problems navigating what remained of the crumbled and overgrown roads and locating the main entrance to Reserve Manufacturing Facility 44-Q.

He and Ilya had been visiting all of the places that had an RMF with a designation that ended in the same letter. Facilities that ended in “Q” had all three of the desirable characteristics that Nikolai hoped could give him a toehold in his quest to rebuild power.

All of the Reserve Manufacturing Facilities had a factory that was similar in form and function to the ones the Americans sent out on their Valkyrie starships, and they were supposed to be kept in a well secured stasis locker against a time of need.

But only the Qs could make war material. Nikolai hadn’t trusted that capability to just anyone, and the factories without a Q designation were unable to make so much as a pistol. But, subject only to the availability of raw materials, the Q factories could make anything in the CSSR’s databases.

Ilya was again the first to spot a key thing: a steel room within the girders that once supported walls and floors and a roof at Reserve Manufacturing Facility 44-Q. “The Americans didn’t know about this one, Husband. I told you the westerners couldn’t have perfect knowledge of them all.”

“You did, indeed,” Nikolai said. He brought the Land Cruiser to a halt near the decayed building that featured piles of mostly undifferentiated rubble surrounded by weeds in what had once been the inside. As he exited the vehicle, he said, “Take care to avoid walking on shifting debris, Ilya.”

“I will.”

Nikolai began to move forward slowly and with an awkward gait. After a few minutes, he and Ilya arrived at a thick door at the front of the steel room. A small panel next to the door glowed a dim red. Nikolai punched in a long string of numbers to the rhythm of the CSSR’s national anthem while he sang, “HMM...hmm, hmmhmm, hmm. Hmm, hmm, hmmHMM...”

When he punched in the last digit, the numbers above the keypad turned green and the heavy locks that held the door closed disengaged. Ilya grabbed the handle and pulled, and the door moved smoothly on its hinges.

The air that escaped the interior to mingle with outside air for the first time in over six hundred years was staler than stale, and the Red Tyrant had a passing fancy that the molecules of escaping nitrogen and oxygen had been isolated for so long that at some point their electrons had given up on moving about and their atoms had entered some strange form of dormancy.

But he dismissed that thought and all others save for one when, in the dim artificial light beyond the door, he spotted the refrigerator-sized, dully gleaming, never-used factory that could make anything, including larger versions of itself. Nikolai clapped his hands once and gave a cry of victory at the sight of it.

Ilya exclaimed, “Do you think it works still?!” while he hobbled over to it double time.

“There is no reason it would not be operational,” Nikolai said. He touched the control panel at the front of the factory and was rewarded with a chime and a male AI voice asking, “What shall I create, Comrade?”

Nikolai gave another victory shout, and this time Ilya joined him. Then, he said, “First thing! Hiking boots, feminine, highest quality, European size 40.”

Ilya looked down at her astonishingly worn boots, and then back up at Nikolai with something that might have been a small tear in one eye. “You know my boot size, Husband?”

Nikolai nodded. “Second thing! Manufacture a Bubble Maker, authorization omicron-alpha-7-7-beta-2-beta.”

“Authorization accepted,” the AI said. “Estimated completion times are one hour five minutes for the boots, seventeen hours nine minutes for the Bubble Maker.”

“What is a Bubble Maker, Husband?”

The Red Tyrant flashed the grin of a chess master who has just gained a significant edge on his opponent and said, “You will like it, Ilya. You will like it very much.”


Chapter 8

Abby and I finished our last coursework at Swarthmore, graduated, and moved to Houston. We rented an apartment that was walking distance to Rice and settled in.

We spent a romantic weekend on Galveston Island, and I proposed. She said yes, and we decided to get married back in Philadelphia over Abby’s Christmas break.

Abby started working as a graduate assistant a couple of weeks after we got to Texas, and I started my routes for New England Longevity.

My rotation was predictable. Houston had about 1/4 of the population of my entire territory, and so I’d spend one week in four making the rounds in Katy or Clear Lake City or the Woodlands or somewhere close by and then come home every night. And then, I’d spend the next three weeks on the road.

I wasn’t crazy about being away from Abby most weeks from before sunrise on Monday until Friday evening, but I liked the work itself, and the commissions were amazing.

The updated regulations that allowed health care providers to prescribe EXTs to almost anyone for almost any reason had just taken effect. Most of the docs and physician’s assistants I met with had more patients than they could shake a stick at who wanted EXTs, and they were all eager to get one of the cases of samples I had in my trunk at all times.

Not every doctor wanted to enroll in our Preferred Partner Program, but the commissions I got for those I did sign up rolled in all summer.

It was hot everywhere I went. Philadelphia gets hot in the summer, but not like the South. I’d sweat like crazy lugging boxes of samples from blazing blacktop parking lots into medical offices. I took a dozen New England Longevity polos with me every Monday morning when I had a week away from home, and I changed shirts at least once in the middle of every workday.

But I actually liked the physically taxing part of the job. The labor felt honest, and the sweat felt cleansing. I got lean, and the muscles in my arms got defined for the first time in my life. My face got tan. I looked good, and that helped me make connections with the doctors, I think.

It was also interesting having a reason to see dozens of small and medium sized towns I never would have visited otherwise. Everywhere has something interesting, and I tried to see or do at least one thing a day when my work was finished.

I saw the oldest tree in the South, and the house where John Grisham wrote most of his novels, and a perfect echo chamber somewhere called Nacogdoches. I paid thirty dollars to pan for gold for an hour in a stream in Arkansas, and I actually caught a nugget the size of a pencil eraser in my sluice pan.

Life was about as good as it can get in September. I was happy with my work, Abby was happy with her master’s program, and the future looked to have no limits for us.

And it’s worth emphasizing one other thing: we expected that we would have more time to build our lives than anyone had ever had before. We were quietly giddy at the prospect of living for a length of time that most were just starting to grasp.

The young might always feel invincible, but we really felt invincible – new adults at the dawn of a golden age that might include us for longer than we could really conceive of. Abby and I were both drinking one of the New England Longevity samples every month, and we planned to continue indefinitely.

We had a nice dinner at home on September 27, and we watched a movie before we went to bed. The next day was Monday, and I got up well before dawn and got ready to head to Arkansas.

I kissed Abby’s forehead at about five in the morning. She gave me a sleepy, “Time to go?”

“Yep. I’ll call you tonight.”

“K. Love you.”

“I love you, too.” I smiled at her and left the bedroom quietly.

It was the last time I ever saw her.

My assignment for the week was to hit Arkansas for three days, spend Thursday and Friday in eastern Oklahoma, and then back home Friday night.

The Arkansas part of the trip went well. I signed up nineteen doctors for our program, and I headed for Oklahoma on Interstate-40 on Thursday morning full of optimism that October 1, 2299, would be another fruitful day.

I stopped at a Buc-ees at Fort Smith near the border that Arkansas shared with Oklahoma. I had potential clients waiting in Muskogee and Broken Arrow and Tulsa, and I liked to freshen up and eat something before I started with my appointments.

At the main entrance I passed by a sign with a giant smiling beaver who welcomed me to browse his acre of refreshments. The executives at Buc-ees had standardized the size of their stores in the 2100s at a full acre of air conditioned space, each a palace of caffeinated drinks and snacks and roadside restrooms and branded merchandise.

The stores were pure American overkill, and in that way they were not unlike supercharged V-8 engines and action movies with half billion dollar budgets and football stadia that seated 150,000 fans. Throughout its history, America might have been asked by other nations with a disapproving sneer about many such creations: “My word! Why make anything like that?”

To which my homeland might have shrugged and answered, “Because we can.” Or perhaps it would have answered, “Belgium. We have counties bigger than you. In Texas, we have a couple of ranches bigger than you. Just stop.”

Anyway, I loved Buc-ees.

I used the facilities, grabbed a couple of drinks and a couple of different kinds of beef jerky, and paid at one of the registers. When I took my receipt, I saw a strange flash in the corner of my eye, and I heard the sound of people outside in the parking lot making various concerned exclamations. I wondered if an 18-wheeler had crashed and ignited on the Interstate.

When I got outside, about a third of the people were running for their cars, a third were pointing to the south, and a third were statue-like and frozen in place.

The Buc-ees was on the north side of the Interstate, and I looked where the pointers were pointing and scanned the road for wrecked vehicles, but I couldn’t see any.

And then my attention shifted from the foreground to the background and my life changed. It was like when someone examines what looks like a random ink blot and then suddenly realizes that it looks like Abraham Lincoln’s profile.

The people looking south weren’t pointing at the road. They were actually pointing at the horizon.

Off in the distance, I saw a pillar of smoke and fire that was already starting to billow out at the top into the shape of a mushroom.

I imagined a map of my territory, and I knew I was more or less due north of Houston, but I wondered if the section of I-40 I stood next to might be angled and not truly laid out east-to-west. “Please be Dallas please be Austin please please don’t be Houston,” I whispered under my breath.

Behind me, I heard the unique tone from the monitors inside Buc-ees that indicated an imminent Presidential Blast. President Jones periodically took over every screen in the country to make an announcement.

I went back inside, and on a monitor that before had read “We’re Hiring!” and listed job openings and the wage each paid, I saw the president next to a graphic that showed a map. I heard the phrases “unprovoked attack” and “submarine launched” and “no warning” and “immediate retaliatory strike”, but I hardly noticed them. I could only see the map.

The CSSR seemed to have mostly targeted the middle third of the country. The map had a dozen mushroom cloud icons over a dozen cities. Chicago had one, and so did Minneapolis, and Kansas City, and Oklahoma City...and Houston. I spent about thirty seconds looking at the icon over Houston and tried to begin to get my head around the idea that Abby was gone and that normal life was over.

During those thirty seconds, I didn’t cry or cry out, even though everyone around me was doing one or the other or both. I stood in silence, and as it turned out, I learned something about myself that I’ve mentioned before.

I have an unusually strong compulsion to survive. I had never known about that part of my character until the morning of the first nuclear exchange, probably because I had never been in an overly dangerous situation before.

Everyone prefers to survive. Everyone seeks out ways to do it if necessary; it’s hard-wired into our minds, I think. But with me, it’s different. When my survival is threatened, I get clinical. My mind has a mode that turns off fear and uncertainty and empathy for my fellow man, and which makes a hyper-rational assessment of what needs to happen next to maximize the odds that I won’t be knocked out of the game.

While President Jones rattled his saber, I looked around, and I saw three things. A short row of rolling shopping carts. A section of the store that stocked regular groceries. And a path down a small aisle that started around the back of the registers that wasn’t clogged with panicked people.

I acted.

I got a cart and started to hustle with it down the side aisle. I encountered a man wearing a green minor league baseball cap halfway to my destination who seemed to be wandering aimlessly. He saw me coming and had plenty of time to stand aside. When he didn’t, I rammed the front corner of the shopping cart into his hip with all the strength I could muster and sent him into a half spin that ended with him tumbling into a rotating display of cheap sunglasses. He and the display fell with a crash, but he didn’t so much as give voice to a protest.

I reached the aisles I wanted, and I found gallons of water first. I grabbed the plastic jugs two at a time until the bottom of the cart wouldn’t hold any more. Two. Four. Six. Eight. Ten. Twelve.

I turned the weighted-down and much more sluggish cart and moved it back to the side aisle. I passed by rows of breads and canned goods. I thought the bread wouldn’t keep for very long, and the canned items wouldn’t have enough calories to matter, so I passed them by.

On the next row, I found some five pound bags of rice. I grabbed them four at a time while everyone else screamed and panicked, and I piled them on top of the water jugs. Four. Eight. Twelve. I took them all.

Some of the people around the store started to fight with each other, and the survival part of my mind declared that it was time to go. I grabbed four cans of coffee from a shelf above where the rice had been and reversed course. I passed by the toppled sunglasses display and returned to the area behind the registers.

They had cartons of cigarettes back there in a cabinet secured with a small combination padlock. Trade goods, I thought.

I scanned the area and spotted a nearby table that featured oversized steel insulated travel mugs with a smiling beaver on each side. I retrieved one of them, took aim, and smashed it down on the lock once, twice, three times.

The lock fell open, and I cast it aside and opened the cabinet and started to grab cartons of Marlboros and Winstons and Camels. Four, eight, twelve, sixteen. I only stopped when I couldn’t cram more into my overflowing cart that didn’t slide off as soon as I placed them. I grabbed a couple of disposable lighters from a small rack next to the cigarette cabinet and returned to the area in front of the registers.

I took my weekly credit chip out of my pocket. New England Longevity gave us a thousand dollars a week to cover meals and motels and incidentals. I never used all of the money, and I figured the chip still had hundreds of dollars left on it. I reached over a short wall and placed it where a Buc-ees employee could get it easily if one ever returned to the registers.

I only paused one more time before I left the store. Someone had broken open a display case of hunting knives near the entrance. All of the larger ones were gone, but there were still a few boxes that contained folding knives with six inch blades in the bottom of the case, and I grabbed two of those and slipped one into each of my front pockets.

I got jostled a few times on my way out, but no one tried to stop me or take the items that I had kind of stolen and kind of paid for. I got to my car, loaded it, and in a bizarre victory for the civilized part of my mind, I spent an extra handful of seconds hopping the empty cart up on the curb and running it to a basket return area.

I went back to my car and started it. Most vehicles were snarled around the parking lot exits that led back to the Interstate. I drove around to the back of the store and found two driveways that led to smaller local roads, and I left by one of those and started my search for somewhere to hide out.

Living through the first nuclear exchange that day and then the Kinetic War a week later taught me this:

When a true crisis hits, the man who correctly assesses what he will need next is the one who survives.


Chapter 9

So what do you do when you lose everything? Your home, and your fiancée, and your money, and your livelihood, and your place in the world? If your spirit is unwilling to lie down and just mourn and wait for death, how do you go on?

I have become acquainted with John Dawson during the time my Nords and his Realm have had new problems with the Red Tyrant, although I know Dawson’s story much better than I know the man. Of everyone who is currently alive, he is probably most like myself in that almost everything he held dear was taken from him, snatched away by an unjust hand.

Dawson did a remarkable job of building a life for himself out there in the depths of space, and in persevering, and in eventually returning to his home world. He moved beyond loss and loneliness and a change of circumstances that were all even greater than those I experienced in 2299.

He is a better man than I am, I will freely admit that. But Dawson’s life out in the Void had one advantage over my own in the winter after the Kinetic War.

Dawson didn’t have any adversaries. At least none who could get to him.

Granted, I would have gone mad if I had been left alone on the tiny world that he and his family call the Potato. Without question, I would have been unable to handle the unprecedented isolation he faced.

But at least the Potato didn’t have anyone who sized him up with a greedy eye. It wasn’t populated by others who lay in wait, ready to murder him if they determined that his death would produce any gain in their own resources that outweighed the risk he might fight back effectively.

And beyond the lack of adversaries, he had an ally of sorts in the form of a loyal AI. It goes by Al, and I have to say, I have utterly no idea what to make of it.

Dawson recently asked me aboard his Valkyrie – the 84 – to discuss certain aspects of our joint efforts against the Red Tyrant. When I sat down at the large stainless steel table in the round room at the middle of the ship, a mirror emerged on a moving platform at the middle of it. I had only just seen my reflection when a robotty voice spoke from speakers at the top of the room and said, “Reflective index is 100.0% of expected value, Number One.”

Dawson rolled his eyes a little bit and said, “I told you, Al, he’s not a vampire. He only played the role of a vampire to control people back in his, ah...previous venture.”

“I see. May I ask him a question, Number One?”

Dawson sighed. “One question.” To me, he said, “Sorry.”

The robotty voice asked, “If you could sleep in a king sized bed or a queen sized bed or a coffin or a twin sized bed, which would you prefer?”

“Al! Just let us be for awhile, OK?”

“Yes, Number One,” the voice said. “Passive monitoring activated.”

The area at the center of the table and the mirror descended down into whatever was below. When the platform came back up a few seconds later, the mirror was gone. In its place were three cloves of garlic.

“Oh, boy,” Dawson said.

So anyway, John Dawson had a computer system that he swears is fully independent and self-aware trying to look out for him. In the winter of 2299, I had only myself to rely upon in a world that was populated by predators that walked on two legs and carried bladed weapons and valued others not at all.

I found a cave the day after I left Buc-ees. I built a small fire and emptied the ground coffee from one of the cans I’d taken into a bag so that I could use the can for cooking.

That night, I was at the entrance to my new home trying to get accustomed to the idea that Abby and everything else that mattered to me was lost. I was sitting on a large rock in front of my fire and cooking rice when the sky took on a bizarre glow.

I moved away from the cave mouth to a place where I had a better view of the horizon, and I saw the first column of fire. It was small and far away, but it looked unclean. It looked like death. Soon it was joined by a second, and then a third. The nukes were flying again.

I ran to my car and turned on the entertainment system and got a scattering of radio reports with information on new cities that were in harm’s way. But after a couple of minutes, the car went dead all at once. It never started again or illuminated so much as an overhead light after that.

I learned much later that the Tyrant had executed an electromagnetic pulse attack, and that all of the vehicles and computers and key components of electrical grids in the continental United States that didn’t run on old-style chips or from inside military-grade Faraday cages failed.

Some kinds of trucks used old fashioned systems and continued to operate; vehicles such as my own were downgraded from magical conveyances that could take people virtually anywhere to things that could provide shelter from rain and mosquitos and do little else.

I survived the second nuclear exchange, and I hunkered down.

A week later, the Rocks fell, and the sounds they made were the most horrifying things I can even conceive of. Imagine thunder that is many times louder than any you have ever heard, that doesn’t fluctuate, and that continues for long seconds.

The sound got into my bones, somehow. I felt like a cornered animal, and one whose body might be reduced to individual atoms at any moment. And as soon as one of the great booms started to mercifully diminish in intensity, another would start at full strength from a new direction.

I ran into the far back corner of my cave and assumed the fetal position and called out for Grammy Lo and waited to die.

But I didn’t. By that night, I was back at the front of my cave viewing a more spectacular sunset than I would have guessed was possible. For half an hour, the entire western sky was alive with great bold swaths of pink and purple, orange and red, violet and tangerine.

The next morning, I could hardly see the sun; it looked more like a dull penny than a sphere of fire. The dust and the ash from the asteroid strikes had begun to settle, and it eventually covered my car and the ground and everything else to a depth of several inches.

The air smelled of dirt and smoke and the metals from which the large structures in the destroyed cities had been made. I got used to it, but not for a long time.

The boxing strategy of rope-a-doping became the best plan I could come up with. A fighter who is getting pummeled and can’t do much to hit back will sometimes lean on the ropes around a boxing ring, block the punches he can block, absorb the rest, and wait for the bell to end the round in the hopes that he can recover in his corner and start the next round better able to fight.

My life was like that. I did no better than to merely survive for weeks on end as my supplies diminished.

I was at least able to replenish my water in a creek that ran along near the cave, burbling and gurgling and otherwise unaffected by the events that had radically changed my own existence. I strained the creek water through one of the extra New England Longevity polos in the trunk of my almost worthless car and boiled it in my empty coffee can, and it did me no harm.

But my other consumables – rice and coffee – ran low, and then very low, and I was soon down to my last few days of either of them even if I cut my usual ration.

I’d passed a smallish town on my escape to the cave that was something like five miles to the southeast. I feared what I’d find there, but I had almost no food left, and I didn’t have so much as a fish hook to help me acquire more. I knew that if I couldn’t acquire more food or equipment that would help me hunt and fish, I was finished.

I also needed warmer clothing and blankets. Cold weather season begins later in old Oklahoma than in old Pennsylvania, but as halloween approached and then passed I found myself staying close to the fire I kept burning at the cave mouth, especially at night.

I eyed the sixteen cartons of cigarettes I’d acquired, and I debated how many to take into town with me. They were the only things I had to trade, and I tried to be realistic about how much they might be worth.

I thought they would bring a good price. The tobacco industry had managed to hang on from one golden age to another, and smoking was widespread in 2299.

During their first golden age, the use of cigarettes boomed for a lot of reasons, but the most important of them was Humphrey Bogart. On the silver screen, he looked so amazingly tough and sophisticated with a cigarette dangling from the corner of his mouth as he talked and investigated and wooed women that a spike in cigarette sales became almost inevitable. And if Bogart himself died in his mid-fifties of esophageal cancer with a body weight of eighty pounds, he did get to go from being a shipping clerk and part time chess hustler to being the biggest movie star in the world for a couple of decades.

The second golden age for cigarettes came about when they couldn’t kill you anymore. Once cancer and hypertension and almost everything else they might cause was cured or became easily treatable, a lot of people picked up a cigarette habit.

I didn’t. I’d been with Abby during all the years I might have started smoking, and she thought it was disgusting. But something like half the population smoked, and I thought my cigarettes would be in considerable demand.

In the end, I put four cartons of them inside my lightweight New England Longevity jacket. I slipped one of my folding knives into each of the front pockets of my khakis, which were already starting to fray. I extinguished my fire, grabbed a coffee can that was nearly full of boiled creek water, and headed for the town.

I learned this from my experiences in the weeks after I fled the first nuclear exchange:

Rope-a-doping works as a survival strategy, but the next round of the fight is sometimes worse.


Chapter 10

When I got back to the highway, I saw a haphazard assortment of abandoned cars. Some were on the service road, but many of them were in the main lanes of Interstate-40 at crooked angles. I imagined that they’d all lost their ability to move at the same time my car had died on the night of the second nuclear exchange.

I heard a tinkling of glass about a hundred yards ahead. I looked towards it, and I saw two hard looking men with crowbars. I ducked behind a bush and watched them.

One of the men reached through the newly shattered window of the car he stood by and opened it. His head and shoulders disappeared into the vehicle for a moment. He cursed, and then I saw the car’s hatch swing up at the rear.

The other man started to rummage through the trunk. After a moment, he shouted, “Jackpot! Dr. Pepper!” He produced what had to be a two liter bottle, twisted the cap off, and started to glug.

His partner stepped around to the back of the vehicle and said, “Don’t hog it, Ernie.” Ernie paid him no mind and continued to gulp as fast as he could. After a few more seconds, the first man snatched at the bottle, and the man named Ernie shoved him hard enough to send him staggering back. “Ain’t your turn yet,” he said with a menacing grin.

I wondered if the men would fight with their crowbars over the remaining warm soda. The man who had been pushed seemed to consider it, but in the end he waited until his companion let out a tremendous belch and handed the half empty bottle over to him.

I stayed motionless behind the cover of the bush. I certainly didn’t want to meet either of the men on the highway. I suspected they’d brain me first and ask questions later if I approached them.

It took ten minutes or so for them to move along the road enough for me to be comfortable continuing on my way. During that time, I took a closer look at the cars I could see from my place of concealment. They didn’t all have smashed windows, but almost all of them had open doors and open trunks and appeared to have been searched. It appeared to me that whatever supplies were available inside abandoned vehicles were soon to be no more.

That wasn’t encouraging.

When it seemed like I could move on without detection, I took care not to kick anything that might make a loud sound and I hustled across the road.

I walked and didn’t see anyone for an hour, and I approached the outskirts of the town which turned out to be called Muldrow. In the distance, I thought I saw a twinkling that seemed to come from a large tree, and I wondered for a moment if the stress of my situation might be causing me to see things. But then I saw it again in the same place, and I heard a whistle come from that direction.

A figure dropped out of the tree, and it waved for me to approach.

My adrenal glands emptied their contents into my bloodstream as, in an instant, I came to assume that the twinkling I had seen had actually been a reflection off of a gunsight. I made an intense fight-or-flight calculation.

I didn’t know much of guns, but the deciding thought I had was that if I could see a gunsight, the person holding the weapon could see me through it without any trouble. I imagined my heart centered in cross hairs, and although the primitive part of my mind demanded that I run away, I overrode that thought and altered my course towards the figure at the base of the tree.

Imagine my relief when I got close enough to see that the figure was a boy of perhaps thirteen, that he wore a clean shirt, and that he held a pair of binoculars and not a rifle.

“Howdy,” he said when I was about twenty yards away.

“Hello,” I replied.

“You lookin’ for food?”

I came to a stop five yards from him. I thought of the desperate men on the highway, and I didn’t want the boy to feel threatened by me. “Actually, yes, I am.” From close up, I could see that the boy had a scattering of freckles, and that he had a purple bruise which had started to fade to yellow around one of his watery green eyes.

The boy asked, “You got anything to trade?”

I pulled a carton of Marlboros from inside my jacket. “Cigarettes.”

The boy nodded. “You willing to work?”

“Of course.”

The boy jerked his thumb towards a large ranch house at the top of a small rise a half mile in the distance. “Go on up to the house and ask for Mr. Crawford. He’ll take care of you.”

I looked at the place, and then back at the boy. “Do many people pass this way?”

“Less every day.” I waited for him to say more, but he just stared at me.

“But...there’s enough food for one more?”

The boy shrugged. “You’ll have to ask Mr. Crawford about that, but he ain’t told me to stop lookin’ for new reffa...ref...”

“Refugees?”

“Right. I’m still s’posed to send ‘em up to the house.”

“I see. I thank you for your help. My name is Jeff.”

“Meet’cha,” the boy said. He didn’t offer his own name. He put his binoculars to his eyes, and he started to scan an area over my left shoulder.

I decided to leave him alone, and I headed for the ranch house. When I got to the wide porch, I found six unoccupied rocking chairs moving subtly in the light breeze and the front door open.

It bothered me some that I hadn’t seen anyone come or go from the house in the ten minutes it had taken me to walk to it, but I was out of food, and that changes one’s risk tolerance by a considerable amount.

I knocked on the door. “Hello...” I called out as I crossed the threshold. Beyond the door was a large two story entryway with at least four doors opening onto other rooms and a wide staircase straight ahead. My voice echoed a bit in the open area, but I got no reply.

I ventured further into the space, and I was about to call out again when a man emerged above me and peered down from behind a wooden railing that ran both ways from the top of the staircase. “Well, now,” he said.

“Mr. Crawford?” I asked.

“The same. Welcome to my casa.” He was dressed in ripped jeans, a t shirt, a long denim jacket, and high top sneakers. He looked to be only about ten years older than I was, and his age and clothing seemed somewhat out of place for a gentleman rancher, but the last weeks had brought so many surprises that none of that registered much with me. “I hear you have food and work. A boy near a tree sent me your way.”

“Danny’s a good kid,” the man at the top of the staircase said.

Behind me, I heard the front door close. I turned and saw two large men on either side of it who I supposed had followed me in. Their arms were crossed and their expressions menacing.

I turned again, and Mr. Crawford had a harder look than before. “What’ve you got?” he asked.

“I’m sorry?”

“What’ve you got on you? Danny don’t send no one to the house if they ain’t got something useful.”

I debated whether to reveal the cigarettes. In the end, I thought of the twelve cartons safely back in the cave, and I decided that even if I lost all four that I had under my jacket, it was an acceptable price to pay to get me out of a situation that was getting more alarming by the second.

I took a carton in either hand and held them up towards the man at the top of the staircase. “Cigarettes,” I said. I tried to hope for the best and redirect the conversation. “So, about the food and work...”

“Work we’ve got,” the man called down. “Food...we’ll see.” He gave a sharp whistle, and three more men emerged from one of the side rooms that was connected to the entry hall. “Get the smokes,” he called down. “Then put him in the barn.”

The five men advanced on me, and there was no retreat that looked promising in the slightest. I fumbled the other two cartons of cigarettes out of my jacket, and I held all four of them at arms’ length as meekly as I could.

I prepared to follow directions peacefully and figure out how to escape later. I didn’t even consider taking the knives from my pockets. I knew nothing of fighting, and I was outnumbered by men who looked like they knew a great deal about fighting.

As the five men closed on me, I had a brief notion that was almost happy. Abby is safe from things like this, I thought.

I’ve always been unsure about whether there might be some kind of an afterlife. I’m open to the idea, but I just don’t know what to think. But Abby truly believed the promises in the King James, and I thought that would have mattered when the bombs dropped. I fully expected that she lived on in some form, and that wherever Abby’s essence might be, she was not in a place that lacked food and rules and safety.

“Here you are,” I said as I tried to hand the cigarettes over to the first of the men who was apparently going to mug me and then capture me. “I’m sure we can agree...”

And then they started hitting me. All of them did. My vision tilted wildly at the same time that my brain got three different reports of injuries to my jaw and right knee and left kidney.

I started to fall, and on the way down I heard grunts and whoops and cries that seemed more likely in a zoo than in a well-appointed entry hall. Then the kicking began, and instead of areas of pain I started to register areas of my body that were just offline – so acutely injured that they no longer reported anything at all to my mind.

That was much more frightening than the pain, and I wondered if I was going to die on the polished wood floor of a million dollar ranch house. I think I would have if the man at the top of the staircase hadn’t whistled again. “Hey! He’s more useful alive than dead!” The kicking stopped, and I tried and mostly failed to fill my lungs with air. “Get ‘im out there, and bring me up one of them boxes of cigarettes,” he added, more calmly.

At least two of the men dragged me out the front door, across the lawn, and into a barn. They tossed me into a pile of damp hay mixed with animal feces at the back of what must have been a pen of some kind.

I heard the rapid clicks of small plastic teeth engaging as they zip-tied my ankles and then my wrists together. “Oughta hold him,” one of the men said.

“Yep,” another agreed.

The men left.

As for me, I spent a final few moments evaluating the sharp new pain from the zip ties and the duller but stronger old pain from the blows I’d received, and then I slipped into unconsciousness with my nostrils filled with the smell of manure and a final thought on my mind:

When the delicate machinery of government collapses, fighting strength is the only thing that matters.


Chapter 11

I woke up at some point overnight, and at first, there was only a deep throbbing pain behind my eyes that was matched to the beating of my heart.

After awhile, I began to notice other aches in my chest and back and abdomen, but they were no more than distant curiosities for a long time.

I’m fairly certain I blacked out again, but it’s possible that I just lost the thread of time.

When I next became aware that I was a conscious being I opened my eyes. There was a full moon that night, and the interior of my animal stall was illuminated with a dull glow that allowed me to see enough color to distinguish the hay I lay upon from the hard packed dirt floor beyond it. I remained motionless, even though I had some freedom of movement as I lay with my wrists and ankles still bound. My headache had subsided somewhat, and I was keenly interested in not bringing it back to full strength.

I blinked, and I drew shallow breaths, and I did nothing more.

After a time, I heard a creak, and in my peripheral vision I saw the door to my pen swing open. I shifted my gaze as much as I was able, but I couldn’t seem to catch a glimpse of whoever had come. I hoped the visitor had a glass of water, but I feared that the visitor had come to finish me off.

My eyes didn’t seem to be working as well as my ears. I could hear footsteps crunching in the hay, but I couldn’t see anyone.

And then I could.

All at once, a man in a black cloak with a lining of bright red materialized before me. My vision, I supposed, was in a strange condition in which it worked sometimes.

The man had a hand to his collar, and he had a sympathetic expression. He crouched, and as he lowered his face closer to my own I could see that it wasn’t right.

He looked like he’d been burned in some unconventional way. His face wasn’t scarred so much as it was decomposing. The tip of his nose was gone, as were most of his teeth, his eyebrows, and clumps of his hair.

In any other circumstances, I would have recoiled in horror, but I saw kindness and concern on the damaged face, and I needed those things more than anything else that night. Instead of pulling away from him, I asked, “Are you real?”

The man in the cloak nodded and replied in a gravelly whisper. “I am. I saw what happened to you today. I’m sorry I couldn’t help.”

I wondered if the man had been in one of the other rooms that opened onto the entrance at the mansion, and I asked him as much.

“No, not exactly,” he said. “Do you remember the high backed chair at the right side of the entry hall?”

I searched my memory, and I had in fact noticed it. “Heavy,” I said. “Antique-looking.”

“That’s the one. I was sitting there when they jumped you.”

I was certain there had been no one in the chair. “I don’t think...”

The man reached up to his collar, twisted his hand, and disappeared.

I groaned and whispered, “Hallucination,” but then the man reappeared where he had been before. I blinked fiercely a few times, and he remained crouching in front of me.

“It’s the fabric,” he said, rubbing the collar of the cloak. “It bends light so that it passes around, and then it creates an image that matches whatever’s behind you.”

I looked at the cloak and tried to process all of that. I thought I’d heard the military had something like it that could mask their movements.

“I was on the team that developed the technology for the army, and they took it and put it to all kinds of tasks and banned anyone else from making use of it.

“The cloak here was a simple prototype; it was kind of a proof-of-concept thing we made so that we could show the generals what we’d learned how to do. It’s illegal as hell for me to have this, but when you spend years of your life developing something, you tell yourself that it’s OK to keep an item like the cloak as long as no one specifically asks you to turn it over.”

“My,” I said. “It’s remarkable.”

“Yep. Still works great. No reason it shouldn’t work almost indefinitely. It has a quark battery in the collar, and the system hardly uses any energy at all. I’m Bill Terry, by the way, but most people just call me Doc. You’re at my ranch.”

“Hello. I’m Jeff,” I said.

Dr. Terry looked off to one side as if confirming that no one else was around, and he lowered his voice. “You can have the cloak, if you’ll do a couple of things for me.”

To my surprise, he produced a pair of scissors and proceeded to place them in my hands. “I’m not strong enough to cut the zip ties, I’m afraid,” he said.

I tried to flex my fingers and restore some measure of circulation into them. I fumbled with the scissors behind my back, and Dr. Terry helped me get the separated blades around the plastic that bound my wrists. With considerable effort, I was able to cut the restraint.

I chortled in the moonlight and slowly came to a sitting position in the hay. The stall tilted a little bit, but the pain was not as severe as I had expected. I rubbed at my wrists and looked at Dr. Terry. “Thank you,” I said. He nodded. I leaned forward and cut the zip tie around my ankles, and I found that task much easier.

I looked at Dr. Terry and tried to evaluate the offer he had made a few moments before. “I can certainly see how the cloak might be useful to me, but I’m not sure how I can be useful to you. I’m holed up in a cave a few miles from here, but I’m out of supplies. You’re welcome to join me there, if you wish.”

Dr. Terry shook his head. “I won’t make it more than another day or two wherever I am. You may have noticed I’ve been a touch too close to a meaningful release of radiation recently.” He smiled his mostly toothless smile.

“I had wondered.”

“I was most of the way to Kansas City when the first round of nukes fell. I wasn’t close enough to check out instantly, although that probably would have been better.

“I saw the flash from my car, and I had a negative image of it floating in my central vision for a week. I tried to turn around and drive away from it – the cars didn’t conk out until the emp attack the next day – but I couldn’t see very well, and the road was snarled with wrecks and panicked people, anyway. Only the drivers who had Jeeps or trucks that could actually go offroad made much progress.”

“I remember,” I said. “I was at a Buc-ees on the Interstate, and it looked impassible almost right away.” I sat up straighter, and I began to wonder if I might actually be able to stand up before morning.

“Right. So I started walking home. It was a long way to get here on foot, but I didn’t know what else to do. I made pretty good progress the first day. Radiation sickness is funny. You’re a dead man if you take too much of a hit, but it doesn’t get you right away.

“Anyway, the next day when the Tyrant launched the rest of his nukes I started to feel a little bit tired, and by the time they dropped the Rocks, I was almost as weak as a kitten, but I kept walking. My mother lived here with me, and the thought that she might be suffering alone and worrying about me kept me putting one foot in front of the other.”

Dr. Terry paused and rubbed his eyes, and some of the skin around them came away on his fingertips. He absently wiped the goo on a leg of his pants and continued. “When I got here, I found that Ben Crawford and his men had taken over my ranch. They were all drunk, and they were shooting my guns and fighting and breaking things just for the fun of it, I guess.

“Ben’s never worked an honest day in his life. His father was the same way.” Terry turned his head and spit. I saw a tooth fly out of his mouth along with the saliva. I think it was in incisor.

“I wanted to run right in and check on Mother, but I figured they’d kill me on sight, and it was almost sunset anyway. I waited until it was dark, and then I snuck around to the storage building where I had the cloak in a plain box behind some rusty odds and ends. I put it on and confirmed that it still worked.

“I waited another hour until the noises in the main house sounded somewhat less rowdy, and then I snuck in through the kitchen door, and I went up the small circular staircase next to the pantry to the floor with the bedrooms. I tiptoed down to Mother’s room, and I hoped against hope that she would be sitting in her chair and working on one of her cross-stitches and waiting for me. When I eased her door open, she was in her chair, but she wasn’t waiting for me.

“They shot her.” Dr. Terry swallowed. “She was a harmless, kind old woman, and the animals shot her dead in her own room and left her. She’s up there still.”

I think Dr. Terry would have cried, but I don’t think his eyes were in a condition to do that. He did look down and kind of wheeze for a moment.

“I’m very sorry,” I said.

“Yeah. Thank you.” He collected his thoughts for a moment, and then continued. “So here’s where we are. You and I are both badly incapacitated, but you’ll get better, and I won’t. You need a way to stay safe and survive, and I need revenge that I’m not strong enough to get for myself. The cloak can get me close to them, but I don’t have anything more powerful than a knife, and in my current condition I’m more likely to poke someone than wound someone.”

I thought I could see what he was proposing, but I needed to hear him say it. “And what counts as revenge?”

Dr. Terry’s eyes grew intense. “I want you to kill all of them – every man in my house. They didn’t all shoot Mother, but they’re all part of the group that did. With the cloak, a man in his full strength should be able to get them one by one with little difficulty, especially if they’re all drunk.”

“I see...”

Dr. Terry laughed quietly in the moonlight. “I know you’re not a killer, but civilization is over, my friend. You’re going to need this cloak, and you’ll never learn how to activate it if I don’t show you the trick. We designed the mechanism to not make any intuitive sense.”

I looked at the decaying man. Despite my circumstances, I wasn’t willing to commit to killing a large number of men in a series of unconventional ambushes, and I think Dr. Terry sensed that.

He said, “It’s an idea you can get used to, but that will take time, and time is something you won’t have much of if you stay here. It’s two hours to daylight. Let’s use it moving you to a shed I’ve got stocked with food and water about a half mile away. I figure that if you lean on me, and if I lean on you, we can make it there by sunup. Once you’re out of immediate danger, you can think it over. But the specific proposal is this:

“If you agree, I’ll give you the cloak and set it to run for twelve hours only. If you bring justice to everyone who has stolen my home and murdered my mother, and if you give her a decent burial, I’ll unlock the cloak so that you can conceal yourself anytime you wish for as long as you wish.

“But I’ll feed you and give you water either way. Now stand up.”

He stood to his full height and held out a hand that was mottled with radiation burns.

“I don’t think I...”

“You have to,” Dr. Terry said. “Don’t think about it, just do it.”

He seemed so certain. Against my better judgment, I tried to more or less center my weight over my feet and rise. Dr. Terry grabbed me under both armpits when I was halfway up, and although it was ugly, I was soon standing in the animal stall.

“There, you see? Now, left foot right foot, same as always.”

It took me a full minute to get out of the small animal pen, and five minutes after that to hobble out of the barn, but then I started to make better progress.

The full moon hung low on the horizon, and the two of us followed it west. While we did, I found that Dr. Terry was correct, and that I was starting to at least entertain the notion that I might be capable of murder.

The men in the ranch house were evil. They had hurt me badly. They had killed. Perhaps they needed to be stopped by someone.

I learned this during my painful walk to the shed:

In a true crisis, the part of your mind that tells you that you can’t consider certain things sometimes takes a vacation. Over time, I learned a corollary: the greater the crisis, the longer the vacation lasts.


Chapter 12

I didn’t agree to kill everyone. In point of fact, I didn’t agree to kill anyone. I want it stated for the record that although I have ended the lives of many people through the years, it wasn’t like that the first time.

If I should ever face judgement from man or deity, I can offer no defense for the path I have walked. But I can hold my chin up and keep my back straight and speak the complete truth when I say that, when I first stepped upon the slippery slope, I didn’t appreciate it for what it really was. In retrospect, I should have spotted it. I should have seen how things would unfold. But on Abby’s memory I swear that I did not.

I accepted the cloak for the twelve hour “trial period” that Dr. Terry proposed. I agreed that if I delivered the revenge he craved and laid his mother to rest, the cloak and the ability to activate it at will would be mine. I told him I understood that if I failed in either part of my assignment, the cloak would turn back into a pumpkin as it were, and in the morning I’d have a simple and stylish garment that would be able to ward off the cold somewhat, and nothing more.

The plan I came up with went like this: I intended to try to scare off everyone in Dr. Terry’s ranch house. I thought that if I retrieved one of the antigrav belts that I had in my trunk back at my hideout, and if I combined an ability to fly with an ability to disappear and reappear, I could spook the occupiers into bolting.

I thought if I did that and tended to his mother’s remains, Dr. Terry would be satisfied. I wagered that in the end he wouldn’t actually care if there were corpses littering his property so long as he regained control of it for the brief time he expected to live, and could pass from this world to the next in his own home and in his own way.

So. I stayed in the storage shed for two days. I ate and drank, slept and recovered. I regained my strength, and as soon as it got dark on the second day, I walked back to my cave north of town by moonlight and got one of my antigrav belts.

I activated the belt and flew back to the edge of Dr. Terry’s ranch. When I reentered the shed, I saw him in the dull glow of a small lantern that ran on a tiny quark battery. He said, “Glad you didn’t decide to bug out.”

“I never considered it,” I said. It was true; I didn’t intend to carry out Dr. Terry’s orders, exactly, but I never planned to abandon the man who had freed me from the barn.

Dr. Terry placed the cloak around my shoulders. It was heavier than I expected, and I have to say, it felt right, even from the very beginning. He made complicated motions with his fingers at the back of the collar, and when I looked down, I couldn’t see my body. “Oh,” I said. Even though I’d known what to expect, the effect still startled me.

“I can still see your face and your left hand,” Dr. Terry said. He showed me how the elongated hood could be used to conceal my head, and how to hold my arms so that my hands disappeared.

“There are seven of them,” Dr. Terry said. “Four of them are already in my house, and the other three are in town somewhere, but they’re always all inside by one or two in the morning. How are you going to get the bastards?”

“I have knives,” I said. That statement was also true. The men who held the ranch house hadn’t bothered to pat me down when they captured me, and I still had the two folding knives I’d acquired at Buc-ees in my pockets.

“Alright. Don’t get squeamish. They’re thieves and killers, and don’t forget what they did to you when you met them. Or what they would have done next if I hadn’t happened along.”

“I won’t forget,” I said.

“The larger button on the back of the collar allows you to toggle the light warping function on and off so that you can reappear and disappear as you like. The whole thing will work until eleven in the morning.” Dr. Terry got a little bit choked up. “I’ll be here when you’re finished.” He paused for a moment and then added, “Bless you, Jeff.”

I thought a blessing was an odd thing to give a man being sent off to commit seven murders, but I didn’t say anything. I just eased the shed’s door open and started for the house.

I had to walk for several minutes to get there, and I spent most of the time refining the character I wanted to play. The model I came up with was part a triggered version of Peter Pan, part Dracula, and part the last of Dickens’ three Christmas ghosts – the one that wasn’t friendly in the slightest.

When I got to the ranch house, the front door was open. I entered the same large two story entry hall I’d been in before, and I found it illuminated by three large lanterns that cast enough light around the space to make all corners at least dimly lit. It seemed perfect, actually, for a creepy visit from a being who could fly and make himself manifest and dematerialize.

All four of the men in the house were visible. Ben Crawford lounged on a step near the top of the staircase and sipped occasionally from a bottle. Two of the men sat upon the floor at the base of the staircase and played cards. The last man sat in the large chair to the right and seemed to be asleep.

The men I planned to terrorize would know about antigrav belts, and probably about the rumor that the military had some kind of invisibility fabric, but I didn’t think they’d expect to see someone who possessed both of those things and used them in combination. I felt confident that I could get them to stampede.

I manipulated the controls on my belt and silently practiced flying around the entry hall. When I’d gotten the hang of operating in an indoor space, I settled quietly to the ground and waited for the last three men to return. I had started to layer in a part of my character that would draw on the legend of the Dread Pirate Roberts when I heard voices approaching from outside. Showtime, I thought with a grim smile.

There was a complication.

They had a girl with them.

She had no interest in being there, but Ben Crawford certainly reacted to her appearance. “Maria Smith!” he shouted from the top of the staircase.

I believe there are certain shapes that provoke involuntary and powerful reactions.

Some of them provoke wonder: the shape of a full rainbow, the shape of an eagle riding a thermal current, the momentary line traced by a shooting star across a night sky.

Others provoke fear: the shape of a funnel cloud growing wider and beginning to build towards the ground, the wiggly double-s of a long snake moving forward with purpose, the shape of fire that has grown unwilling to remain isolated in a carelessly positioned pit and which shoots up in thin, greedy tendrils to reach a new source of fuel above.

It turns out that a few shapes can activate different emotions that vary with the situation.

The girl down below didn’t look like Abby in the slightest in the structure of her face, or in her stature, or in coloration of eye or hair. Had Abby lived still, and if she and Maria Smith had stood side by side, not one person in ten thousand would have mistaken one for the other.

And yet.

I was about to see the kind of shape that compels action. It was one that might not have inflamed anyone else’s rage, but which sent me into an unthinking berserker frenzy.

Ben Crawford descended the stairs in a stumbling hurry, and when he reached the girl, his back was to me.

“It’s sure enough a surprise to see you, Maria,” he said in slurred words that nevertheless carried an edge. “You figured you were too good for me all these years. But maybe not so much anymore, I guess.” He reached out and touched her cheek.

“I’m leaving,” the girl said. She turned towards the door, but two of the other men blocked her way, and then they lay hands on her. She started to struggle, and that seemed only to excite the men.

I watched from up near the ceiling, and the direction my life would take lay perfectly balanced on a razor’s edge as I debated whether to attack. I had the means to stop the men down below, and the girl was in grave danger, but I wasn’t a killer yet, and that held me back until I saw the shape.

Ben Crawford took hold of Maria’s shoulders and spun her until she faced him again. When she completed a half spin and her hair moved left to right, it fell in the same way that Abby’s used to when I’d spin her on a dance floor. Maria wore her hair in a similar style, and it moved and came to rest after the quick turn like Abby’s did.

A switch closed in my brain. When I saw the shape of Maria’s hair coming to rest, even though Abby was gone, all I could see down below was my lost love, surrounded by low and violent men who intended her harm.

Ben Crawford made a primitive sound in the back of his throat and moved to kiss Maria. Without thought, I leaned in the air and tilted my body towards him and retrieved one of my knives from my pocket and opened it. I wrenched the first knob on my antigrav belt until it could turn no further and held my right hand out in front of me and locked my elbow and accelerated and turned the blade sideways and reached Ben Crawford and buried all six inches of my knife in his unguarded back.

He cried out and released Maria’s shoulders. She retreated further into the hall and crouched next to a baluster at the base of the stairs, and Ben Crawford’s six companions froze and looked at him with puzzled expressions and tried to make sense of the fact that a heavy stream of blood ran from his back to the left leg of his pants and to the floor where it formed a thick puddle and began to spread.

The other men may have frozen, but I didn’t. I pivoted to the pair of men who had held Maria, opening my other knife as I did. My blades sliced the air, and then more than the air, and the men both dropped to their knees and tried and failed to use their hands to somehow reconnect severed arteries that were no longer able to hold their blood within their circulatory systems.

Three of the remaining four men were armed, and they drew guns from their belts and started firing around the room, perhaps hoping that their instincts would find a target they couldn’t perceive with their eyes.

Three frightened men firing pistols in a room sounds dangerous, but it wasn’t for me. Not really. Random shooting, even in a limited indoor space, isn’t likely to be effective.

Only about one degree of the 360 degree circle around each man would have pointed him and his firearm directly at me, and only about one of the 180 degree arc that went from the floor to the top of the hallway and down to the floor on the other side would have done the same. The odds of each random shot finding the perfect spot and scoring a hit on me were something like 1-in-6840, and none of them came particularly close before the men ran out of ammunition.

The shooting didn’t endanger me much, but it kept my rage flowing in an undiluted torrent and caused me to go after the remaining men when otherwise my reason might have reasserted itself before I took them all down.

But instead of regaining my senses, I made quick work of the last four men. Up against my belt and the cloak and the element of surprise, they were unable to effectively fight or flee, and my blades found two throats, a heart, and finally, by entering through the back of a surprisingly thin and brittle eye socket, a brain.

When they lay still, all was quiet in the entry hall except for Maria’s rapid shallow breathing. I turned my attention to her, and I found her still crouched in the same spot and gripping the baluster as if it were the only thing anchoring her to reality.

I pressed the large button at the back of my collar, thinking that it would calm her to be able to see me, but my manifestation had the opposite effect. She screamed and ran for the open front door and fled recklessly into the night.

I looked down and understood. My sleeves and hands and blades and Dr. Terry’s cloak were soaked in blood. I looked at it, and at the dead men sprawled all around me.

It seemed like I should feel something. Exhilaration, remorse, satisfaction, horror, something.

But I didn’t. As I stood alone in the hall and felt other men’s blood begin to cool on my hands and forearms, I felt like I was just an observer. And even after I had time to reset and evaluate the evening, about the only thing I took from the night when I joined a long line of killers that stretched back to the very beginnings of humanity was this:

Sometimes in life, we’re just along for the ride.


Chapter 13

I took one of the lanterns in hand. I maneuvered around the seven bodies in the entryway, and I started up the central staircase. Once I got to the top, I peeked in each of the bedrooms along the hallway upstairs until I located the one that contained the remains of Dr. Terry’s mother.

I looked at the seated corpse for a moment. I knew from Dr. Terry that his mother had been a small woman, but she looked positively tiny in death. I’ve noticed that phenomenon in other people many times over the years. Why a living person at rest should seem larger and a deceased person should seem smaller, I can’t say. Perhaps there is a force that surrounds the living that cannot be observed with conventional senses, but which can be perceived nonetheless.

I had passed a bathroom with a combination bathtub/shower on my way to Mrs. Terry’s room, and I backtracked to it. I freed the shower curtain – the outer part made of fabric and not the inner part made of plastic – from the rings that held it. I returned to the bedroom and laid the rectangle upon the floor. Using as much care as I could, I transferred Dr. Terry’s mother to the cloth. It was difficult; although she weighed little enough, rigor mortis had set in long ago, and that made her remains cumbersome. But I soon had her centered in the shower curtain turned shroud, and I folded it over her gently. “I’m truly sorry, madam,” I said.

In as dignified a manner as I could manage, I got Mrs. Terry over my shoulder, stood, retrieved the lantern, and left the room. A minute later, I was outside.

It was clear at a glance where I should lay her to rest. There was a majestic oak tree near the left edge of the yard Dr. Terry kept around his house that was 200 years old if it was a day. It seemed to me that the oak was a king, and that all the smaller trees deferred to it and kept their distance out of respect and a sense of awe.

I placed Mrs. Terry at the base of it and went to the barn where I had spent half a night as a captive. I thought I remembered seeing tools piled in one corner of it, and sure enough, I found a shovel propped up against a wall.

When I got back to the oak tree, I removed the cloak from my shoulders and folded it over the back of a bench nearby. I found a likely looking spot, placed the lantern next to it, and got started.

I spent three or four hours playing undertaker that night. I did a good job digging a deep, rectangular pit that was squared off at the edges, and I placed Mrs. Terry at the bottom of it.

I wished I had eloquent words to say over her, but I couldn’t think of any. I just said, “Ashes to ashes, dust to dust. Goodbye, Mrs. Terry.”

After I filled in the grave, I walked to the bench and sat down an exhausted man. There was a small creek at the back edge of the ranch, and I knew I was dehydrated and needed to go to it soon, but I was just too tired.

I thought I heard a small rustling in a row of bushes beyond the oak tree, and I wondered if it might be a small deer. Then I heard it a second time, and I spotted the shape of an undersized boot through a gap in the bushes. I tried to remember a name Ben Crawford had said when I first entered the ranch house, and it was on the tip of my tongue for a minute, but then I had it.

“Hello, Danny,” I called out. There was a great crackle behind the bushes that must have come from a full body flinch. “You’ve nothing to fear from me,” I added.

After a few moments of silence, the boy who had spotted me with binoculars and first directed me to the ranch house parted the bushes and stepped out in front of them. “Please don’t kill me,” he said.

“There’s no chance of that,” I said to the boy who looked even younger than he had in the daylight. I guessed he might be no more than twelve.

“I had no choice, I swear to God, sir.”

“I know you didn’t. Call me Jeff.”

The boy didn’t say anything to that. He stood as still as a statue and breathed rapidly. I asked him, “How much of what happened in the house earlier did you see?’

He swallowed hard. “Enough.”

“I see.” That was regrettable. A boy shouldn’t have to see killing. “Tell me, Danny, are you aware of others around here? People not, ah...affiliated with the men who held this ranch?”

The boy nodded a few times.

“Will you carry a message to them?”

He nodded a few times more.

“Tell anyone who may be in the area that there is a new resident of Dr. Terry’s ranch, and that he wishes to form an alliance with all who hope to work towards restoring civilization. Tell them I’d like to assemble people like that tomorrow an hour before sunset.”

“Where?” the boy asked.

“Here, in front of the main house. Will you go and tell them?”

“Yes, Lord Jeffrey.”

The boy passed through the bushes and ran before I had a chance to respond to the way he addressed me. Under my breath I said, “He has me marked for some kind of supernatural being.” I resolved to correct that as soon as I saw him again.

If I ever saw him again.

I went to the creek and drank as much water as I could hold, and I returned to Dr. Terry just before dawn. He was overjoyed at my report, and his raspy laughter filled the storage shed.

He was as good as his word, and he taught me the trick of activating the cloak right away. He then used his fingerprint, which he glided just so over a small sensor, to authorize my fingerprint to operate all of the cloak’s functions. He also revealed that the cloak unzipped and became two garments that each had stealth capabilities.

When I learned that, I asked him, “But why didn’t you keep the other half and accompany me?”

He smiled and said, “I’m nearly dead, Jeff. What could I have done? I’d have only been in your way.”

I helped him walk to his mother’s grave. I left him alone there for a time, and when he was finished thinking his thoughts, I helped him to his house and up the stairs and to his own bed. He passed by the bodies of the men who had occupied it without comment.

“I’ll find some food for you,” I told him.

He shook his head. “No need for that; you’ve already done more than enough for me. I can’t hold anything down, anyway.”

“Oh. Well then, can I...”

“Nothing more, Jeff. Being able to die in my own room surrounded by my familiar things is enough for me. More than enough.” He looked me over. “You should get some rest, or you’ll be worse off than I am in no time.”

I had planned to tend to the corpses of the villains I had slain the night before, but I knew that Dr. Terry was correct. I took my leave of him, lay down in another bedroom, and fell asleep fast.

When I awoke, the light was much different in the room. I rose and looked out a window, and I saw seven people milling about in the yard below. Danny was one of them. Maria, the girl Ben Crawford’s men had dragged to the house the night before, was another.

I had a comb in my pocket, and I ran it through my hair. I thought of leaving the cloak in the bedroom, but my shirt was utterly filthy from my adventures being abducted and engaging in combat and digging a grave. I kept the cloak on to cover my shirt more than anything else.

I hustled downstairs, and I put together a little speech about how we needed to work together and elect a leader and pool whatever resources we had. On my trip down the staircase, I felt like one of the Founders in 1776, ready to give voice to lofty goals and debate how to limit and share authority and otherwise form a mutually beneficial way of living together.

But when I got outside, I found a situation that didn’t allow for any idealism or reasonableness. Specifically, I found two men who drew handguns from their belts and aimed them at my heart.

“Who the hell are you?” one of them demanded.

“You ain’t from around here, that’s for damn sure,” the other added.

I looked into their wild, wide-open eyes, and even with guns drawn on me, my instinct was to tell them to stop being lunatics, and that we needed to get to work on the monumental task of returning things to some kind of normal.

But that wasn’t how it was going to work out.

I glanced at Danny, and I could see two things. First, I could tell that he hadn’t expected the men to threaten me. And second, I could see that he thought I was invincible, and that he fully expected me to be the victor in the showdown unfolding in front of him.

I felt like I put an idea together somewhere outside of my brain, and that it popped into my awareness fully formed. I slowly moved a hand to the back of the cloak’s collar, manipulated it in the correct way, and disappeared from view.

While the seven people in front of me gasped and looked about, I ran around behind one of the armed men, hit my collar button again, and reappeared.

I ran the back of my fingernails down the side of his cheek and spoke directly into his ear. “I am the one who decides if you live or die.” I hit the button and disappeared, and I snatched the gun from the man’s hand as I left him and moved behind his armed companion.

I rematerialized and ran the backs of my fingertips down the other man’s cheek and hissed into his ear. “I am the monster who will protect you if you please me, and harvest you if you do not.” I drew out the s sound in “harvest” for a long time.

I didn’t have to take the second man’s gun. It fell from his hand and thumped quietly in the grass.

I disappeared, picked up the second gun, and moved to a place in front of everyone in the yard. I still had my antigrav belt on, and I twisted a knob and brought myself up to an elevation of ten feet, then reappeared a final time.

When I manifested up above, I thought the people down below might scatter, but instead they all dropped to their knees, and all of them except the boy cowered. Danny, unlike the others, met and held my gaze.

I said, “I offer you protection. My price is loyalty. Any of you may leave in peace, but this is your only chance to do so. What say you?”

Danny broke a short silence. In a voice that was not that of a little kid, but which had not deepened into the voice of a man, he shouted, “I am with you, Lord Jeffrey.” Within the next few seconds, the other six shouted the same.

And it was done.

I didn’t like how it had turned out, but I don’t have to learn lessons twice. In a crisis, fighting strength is the only thing that matters, and I had increased the number of people who would fight to protect me from just myself to eight.

There was one more thing I needed to do right away. I wanted to show that I rewarded loyalty.

“Step forward,” I said to Danny. He stood and did so. “You are young, but you are wise,” I told him.

I then projected my voice to the group at large.

“Daniel is special, and henceforth when you hear him speak, know that he speaks for me.” I turned my attention back to Danny, and he looked at me with his watery green eyes while I said, “I name you...the first...of my High Gentlemen.”


Part II - The Society


Chapter 14

And so I began my long rule over what I came to call the Society.

After drawing my first seven followers and elevating Danny, the essential course of the next six hundred years was set for me. Some things changed in time, but they were details only. I was an uncontested strongman with absolute authority from the day Danny and the others knelt in Dr. Terry’s yard until the day I was captured at the Battle of Lawrence.

It’s often easier than you think to summarize six centuries. Truth be told, it can usually be done in a single sentence.

For example, based on what I have learned as a student of histories compiled by humans, and what I have learned more recently from histories compiled by the beings who call themselves the Qrail, the following short summaries fully capture the essence of their 600 year eras.

1,260,422,700 B.C. to 1,260,422,100 B.C.: A member of an alien species who hailed from a planet far north of the galactic plane landed her starship on Earth and determined before leaving that its crust contained 12% less iridium than was necessary to make strip mining the entire planet down to its mantle profitable.

66,000,002 B.C. to 65,999,402 B.C.: A rock crashed into Earth and a lot of unreasonably large lizards didn’t find much to snack on after that, couldn’t improvise with their walnut-sized brains, and so, like almost all species that run out of ideas and which are not deemed to be adorable or delicious by a smarter species, they mostly went extinct.

200 A.D. to 800 A.D.: The Roman Emperors finally drank too much wine to be able to craft effective strategies for keeping their Empire together, and control over the known world broke into small and shifting pieces that tended to be held by people who were at least relatively sober.

1050 A.D. to 1650 A.D.: Most of the innovators were silenced, some of them were burned at the stake, and everyone else spun their wheels; one time there was a plague.

During the Society’s six centuries of existence, a lot happened, but not for me. The history of North America during those years is complicated, but I can boil down my personal experiences to a single sentence:

I did terrible things for a very long time.


Part III - The Dome


Chapter 15

Unlike the many years I ruled the Society, the handful of years after it fell were full of change for me. I escaped my death sentence in the Realm and took command of a new people up in Canada who call themselves the Nords. I used them to bulldoze my way through the old American Northeast and acquire the means to capture a Valkyrie-class starship.

I did actually take possession of the Valkyrie-200 for a brief time, acquired an enormous supply of life extension treatments, and helped Jack Ross infiltrate the Red Tyrant’s stronghold and destroy it.

When I returned to my home in the North, I started to take baby steps towards becoming the kind of person I had been before the Kinetic War. I had a new 5000 year supply of EXTs, and I found it liberating to know that I once again did not have to age.

It calmed me down, and that allowed me to realize the Nords often didn’t require the same kinds of heavy-handed management that my followers in the Society had needed. The Nords mostly just wanted to work, and if they were left alone to do so, they were content enough so that I didn’t fear any form of organized rebellion.

I settled in and guided them through a decade and then part of another in which they saw steady gains in their standard of living, and health, and available leisure time. I felt like an entrepreneur who had learned a lot from his first startup company before it ultimately went bankrupt, and my hand seemed steadier on the wheel than it ever had in Oklahoma.

But for all of that I was still brutal to those who broke my law.

On Wednesday mornings I allowed any among the Nords to hold an audience with me and raise grievances. I mostly judged disputes over property or wills or contracts, but occasionally someone brought me a story of deliberate wrongdoing.

On one Wednesday, Greg brought a peasant before me who looked familiar. He stopped well short of my elaborate chair that wasn’t quite a throne and bowed his head.

“I believe we’ve met before,” I said. “If that is true, remind me of where.”

“I served in the Army as a younger man, Lord Jeffrey. I was with you in Mary Land.”

“Ah, yes. Is it...Luc?”

The man exhaled and smiled. “It is, my Lord, and it is good of you to remember.”

“Well. How can I assist you, Luc?”

Luc seemed to debate whether to follow through on making some kind of complaint, but then he said, “There are men in the Far South district who steal chickens from us farmers, Lord Jeffrey. A great many chickens, truth be told.”

His report surprised me. “Are these men Nords or outlanders?”

“Nords, my Lord. They sell what they steal to the outlanders.”

I hadn’t been to the southern edge of the lands I ruled for some time. Perhaps for too long, I thought. “Has anyone confronted these men?” I asked.

“Aye, Lord, but they have crossbows. And we landowners, we are few in number in our district. It shames me to say so, being a former military man and all, but we lack the means to resist them.”

“Where do these men reside?”

Luc described a ramshackle structure a couple of miles south of a landmark waterwheel that I knew well. I looked at him and said, “You will have your animals back before sundown, my good man, and that’s a promise.”

The man knelt and bowed his head.

“Not necessary, Luc. Stand and begin your journey home, if you please.”

Luc stood up, nodded to me, and after he said, “Thank you, Lord Jeffrey,” a few times, Greg led him away.

When Greg returned he said, “The next man wishes for you to settle an argument over some kind of delivery that he says was never made.”

“Tell him to return next week. We’re going south. Get Gary and meet me at the truck.”

“Right away,” Greg said. He hustled off to find Gary.

I hate thieves. I find it’s so hard to reboot a civilization if they’re allowed a free hand.

My truck is a beauty. Four doors, crew cab, short bed. Black metallic paint on the outside, red leather seats on the inside.

It was waiting for me in a field near my compound one morning about a month after I got back from my little adventure with Jack and Alexis and Alan Franklin in Siberia.

When I went outside and examined it on that first day, I saw that there was an envelope tucked under one of the windshield wipers. The note inside read:

Fresh from our factory! In recognition of a successful invasion of the Red Tyrant’s base.

I hope you like it.

Jack

P.S.: Don’t tell Alexis about this.

The truck was a magnificent surprise, and completely unexpected. I’ve made heavy use of it ever since.

When I got to the truck, Greg and Gary had already loaded themselves into the back seat. I got in and engaged the quark battery, and I put it in gear instead of activating the autopilot. I hit a toggle near the left armrest, and all four of the windows started to roll down.

I floored the accelerator, and the High Gentlemen and I whooped as we jumped forward and started to move through what had once been Ontario.

We rolled on new pavement for about a mile, and then we picked up an old road. It was more a path of beaten down dirt that the farmers used to get their ox-drawn wagons around, but it was something to follow, and we drove south.

I pressed a musical note icon on the main screen below the dashboard. When I did, the words “Grandfather John’s Playlist 3” appeared under a triangle icon. I hit the triangle, and music that Jack had loaded into the entertainment system before he gave me the truck emerged from high quality speakers all around the cabin.

The music was like the country rock that had been around when I was growing up in the late 2200s, but it was much less synthy and much more raw. The vocals didn’t seem to have been smoothed out by AI, and the guitar work was harsh and almost brutal compared to how it was in the songs of my youth.

It was awesome.

The High Gentlemen and I drove and listened to songs about whiskey and fist fights and honkey-tonks, which seemed to be places that had a lot of whiskey and fist fights.

After about thirty miles, the trail got muddier. It had drizzled at the compound the night before, but it looked like we’d reached an area where the rainfall had been much heavier. I rolled our windows up and said, “Hang on, Gentlemen,” right before I yanked the steering wheel and took us offroad.

I can’t put my finger on why driving a truck through a muddy field with other men should be exciting or even enjoyable, but I had more fun over the next five minutes joining Greg and Gary in exclaiming “Oh!” and “Yeah!!” in response to each great brown splash upon the windshield than I’d had in ages. The more the wipers couldn’t clear our field of vision, the louder we got.

After one comparatively less messy stretch, the waterwheel became briefly visible in between swipes of the wipers, and I slowed us down and headed for it.

Several minutes later, I saw the building Luc had described. I slowed us even more, turned the music down, thumbed the button on my belt that enabled the antigrav function, and prepared to put on a memorable show.

A man with a dirty beard sat on a tree stump in a weed choked yard. He was whittling on a block of wood. When he noticed us approaching in the truck, he dropped his knife and block and sprang to his feet in alarm. He paused just long enough to grab a crossbow from the weeds near the tree stump and ran inside the dilapidated barn behind him.

I parked the truck. Gary handed me one of the rectangles we had that would generate a personal shield, and I slipped it into my left pocket. “So,” I said. “I’ll go in through the hayloft up there. The two of you turn on your shields and come through the main door at the same time, hmm?” The High Gentlemen acknowledged the plan, and we got out of the truck.

Around the side of the barn, I saw a sad looking mule hitched to an oft-repaired wagon that had been loaded with a large box. The box had a scattering of holes that had been drilled at irregular intervals. “Ba-caw,” and “Bwaak,” and similar chicken sounds emanated from the holes.

I thumbed the controls on my antigrav belt and glided up to the wide opening at the top of the barn, and I made a little loop to make sure that my cloak was good and billowy. It wasn’t my dear old invisibility cloak, alas. Alexis kept that after our trip to Siberia, I think to punish me for borrowing her ship. But the replica made from normal fabrics did still add to my ability to intimidate people, and I always wore it for things like this.

I flew through the hayloft door, and in my best stage voice, I called out, “Remain motionless!”

At the same time, Greg and Gary kicked in the barn door below me.

The man with the dirty beard trained his crossbow on the High Gentlemen and fired. The bolt sailed true, struck the oval of energy around Greg, and splintered into matchsticks.

I set the controls on my belt for a gentle descent, and I held my arms out dramatically as I glided down to the ground. The man placed his crossbow on the ground beside him and put his hands in the air.

“I suspect that you know me,” I said. “But I don’t know your name.”

“It’s Zeke, Lord Jeffrey, and on my mother’s grave I didn’t recognize you before. I took you all for robbers, and I...”

I held up a finger to silence him and said, “What a coincidence. We have come here to discuss reports of thieves in the area.”

Zeke swallowed and stood stone faced.

I continued. “I saw your shipment of chickens outside, all loaded up and ready to be delivered to your customers. It would appear that your farm has had no problems.”

“That’s, ah...that’s correct, Lord Jeffrey. No trouble.”

“Excellent. I am so glad to hear that the problems are not widespread.” I looked around as if considering the barn, and then asked, “Tell me, where are your coops?”

“Coops?”

“Yes. For your chickens.”

“Um...they are elsewhere.”

“I see. And tell me, how many eggs did you harvest last month?”

“Oh, um...can you repeat the question my Lord?”

“How many eggs...last...month?” I really flicked my tongue and emphasized the last syllable, and the man was powerless to resist venturing an answer.

“Seventeen?” he said.

“I see.” I glared at Zeke and said, “You stole the animals in the crate on your cart outside. True?”

“No, Lord Jeffrey.”

I continued to stare him down, and after a few seconds, he cracked under the pressure and started babbling. “Lord Jeffrey, it is indeed true that there are occasional misunderstandings about the ownership of some of the individual, ah, birds, and although we always try to act in good faith and make sure that any roaming animals are returned to their owners it is sometimes impossible to be certain where, ah, where they might belong.”

When Zeke finally stopped, the only noise was the pathetic sound of his rapid breathing. I walked over to him and said, “I name you and your friends, wherever they are, to be thieves. But good news. You’re going to live, and for two separate reasons. Would you like to know what the reasons are?”

Zeke managed to control his breathing just enough to gasp, “Yes.”

“Alright, then. Reason one: I have other business to attend to, and I want you to return the stolen animals to their rightful owners before sundown. Can I count on you to do that?”

Pant – pant – “yes” – pant – pant.

“Oh, good,” I said. “Second reason: You will travel far and wide and tell the story of your experiences today to as many people as you encounter. I want to hear lots of rumors about a nine fingered man who brings a warning that stealing continues to be frowned upon, even in the outlying districts.”

“Yes, Lord Jeffrey.” After a pause, Zeke’s eyes darted around as he absorbed one part of my instructions. “Nine fingers, my Lord?”

I nodded. “I can hardly leave without imposing some kind of meaningful sanction. Able bodied men who don’t work, and who steal from people who do work, make it a great deal more challenging to grow a civilization. I’m taking a thumb. But I’ll be a good sport. I’ll let you choose which one.”

To Gary, I said, “Take the axe propped up in the corner and cut off one of his thumbs. If he resists in any way, cut off his head.”

Gary nodded and headed for the axe, Greg placed a restraining hand on Zeke’s arm, and I left the barn.

Shortly after that, I heard a pair of sounds that went more or less as I imagined they would.

Thwak!

“AAHHHH!!!”

After a moment, Greg and Gary came out of the barn and left Zeke moaning inside.

“I think we’re done here,” I said. I was about to say “Let’s go home,” but I noticed that Gary was carrying something. I took a closer look at it and wrinkled my nose. “Gary?”

“Yes, Lord Jeffrey?”

“Have you...brought the thumb?”

Gary looked down at the thumb in his hand, then back up at me. “Yes.”

I nodded a few times. “Whyyy?”

“I thought...that you might need it for something.”

I held my palms up. “What would I possibly need it for?”

Gary continued to hold onto the thumb. “So, do you want me to get rid of...”

“Yes!”

Gary flipped the thumb to one side. It made a couple of revolutions on its way down, and the base of it landed on a leaf at the bottom of a large dandelion and it stood straight up. It looked for all the world like the flower was giving something enthusiastic approval.

I tilted my head and stared at the unexpected development. “Now there’s something I never thought I’d see,” I muttered. Then, louder, “Let’s just get back, shall we?”

We got in the truck, and I rolled the windows down and started it. I turned up the audio system’s volume, and we listened to a song about a man who was down on his luck at the rodeo as we started our drive back to the compound.


Chapter 16

When we got over the last small hill that lay between us and the compound, I saw that a Valkyrie starship had landed a hundred yards from my gates.

“Lord Jeffrey,” Gary said from the back seat, his voice full of concern.

“I see it, Gary, I see it.” I turned the truck towards the ship. “We’d best go see what they want.”

I saw a small shape near the back of the ship, and we were soon close enough for it to resolve into the shape of a man sitting in a lawn chair. “That has to be Jack, I suppose,” I said. By the time we were a hundred yards off I could see that I was right. I hadn’t seen Jack in person since he and Alexis had dropped me off in handcuffs more than fifteen years before.

I parked the truck and eyed the stenciling on the side of the starship that read “Valkyrie-198”. To the High Gentlemen, I said, “Stay here,” and got out of the truck.

Jack was sipping what looked like lemonade. He raised his glass to me and asked, “How’s the truck?”

“Still spectacular,” I said. “I thank you for the gift of it.”

“I’m glad you like it.” Jack took another sip of his lemonade. He reached to the ground behind him and produced a second lawn chair. He unfolded it, set it up, and held his hand out in invitation. I sat down.

“We have a problem,” Jack said. “King Harold invites you to attend a meeting at the castle.”

I chuckled at that. “I see. And is the problem that I am still alive many years after his courts sentenced me to death by hanging?”

Jack smiled. “Nope. In fact, I have something for you that has to do with all of that.” He reached inside his jacket and retrieved an envelope with an elaborate seal. He handed it to me, and I found the weight of it surprising.

“What’s this?”

“It’s a full pardon for everything that happened before or during the Battle of Lawrence. It’s valid whether you come back with me or not.”

I broke the wax seal and pulled out a preposterously thick folded parchment with no fewer than four wax impressions of various signet rings, including King Harold’s.

“Why now?” I asked.

“Like I said, we have a problem. Or more to the point, North America has a problem. We need to team up. His Majesty invites you to a briefing at the castle to discuss it.”

My mind spun at the unexpected development. I looked down at the pardon, and I figured it was valid and that it would protect me. The Realm does like to follow its own rules.

But another issue came to mind. “How does Alexis feel about this?” Alexis is the Primero of the Independent Order of Valkyries. She and her sisters aren’t bound by King Harold’s pardon or any other actions the Realm’s government might take.

“She agrees we should bring you into the situation.”

“Really,” I said, more as a statement than a question.

“Yep. She’s still mad you took the 200 for a joyride, but greater good and all that.”

“I see.” I looked at my muddy truck, and I saw fog on two places on the rear window where Greg and Gary were peering out at me and watching everything with concerned faces. What I’ve done to deserve such loyalty from them, I’m sure I don’t know.

I looked back up at Jack and said, “Let me get freshened up. I’ll be ready to go in half an hour.”

“I’ll be here,” Jack said.

I gestured to Greg and Gary to follow, and they piled out of the truck. The three of us entered the compound.

Thirty minutes later, I departed from my gates alone. I boarded the Valkyrie-198 with Jack, and he led me to the ship’s library. It had a painting of women drawing water from a well on the back wall beyond the books and the green chairs and the chessboard.

“No time for chess, I suppose.”

“Nope,” Jack said. “Short flight.”

I sat down in one of the high backed chairs. Through speakers in the ceiling, a robotty voice said, “Pete.”

Jack said, “Remember, Pete, he’s our guest.”

“Pete,” the robotty voice said again.

“Just take us back to the City, OK?”

“Pete.”

I felt the ship rise up.

Jack sat in the green chair on the other side of the chessboard. I asked, “Any preview of what this is about?”

Jack nodded. “The Red Tyrant is back.”

I squinted and tried to puzzle out his statement. “We nuked him.”

Jack shook his head. “We nuked his base. It turns out that the lowest floor in the bunker was even more hardened than NORAD, and he survived. He’s been busy.”

I processed the new information for a moment. “I told you in the elevator in Siberia that we should have gone back down and killed him.”

“You did,” Jack acknowledged. “You were right.”

I tapped a finger on the arm of the chair. “And Harold’s planning what that requires me, exactly?”

“It’s complicated,” Jack said. “It’ll be better if he lays everything out for you himself.”

Soon enough, I was seated at a long table in King Harold’s conference room surrounded by people who had strange expressions on their faces. They seemed to be glad that I was there, but with the exception of Jack, they also looked like people who still despised me.

King Harold came through a side door and sat at the head of his conference table. He addressed me in a controlled voice and said, “Mr. Hamm. I thank you for joining us.”

I looked at the man I’d once faced across a battlefield. “Your Majesty,” I said. I could think of no reason not to be polite.

He seemed to be at war with himself. He closed his eyes for a moment and whispered something that sounded like, “For the Realm.” Then, at normal volume, he said, “I think it’s necessary to begin by acknowledging our past conflicts, and I want to get it all out of the way at once. Everyone at the table will have a chance to address you on that topic. When we are finished, we will put the past behind us, and we will hold our peace going forward. I will begin.

“You directed your agent to administer a poison that robbed me of my reason for an extended period of time, you broke a centuries-old treaty, and you started a war. The battles generated few casualties on our side, but we deem every life to be precious, and each person we lost wounded my soul.

“That said, I affixed my seal to your pardon because we need you in two specific ways that will be described momentarily. You need us, too, by the way. We are in a classic ‘the enemy of my enemy is my friend’ situation if there has ever been one.”

Harold paused, and then said, “I have no more. Chancellor Stone?”

The man seated to the king’s left began to speak. “I was once a Ranger, and I was captured by your men during a raid they conducted in the Borderlands. You held me in your dungeon and away from my family for nine years with barely enough food and water to survive before I escaped. I will keep my seat only because I serve the Crown. If I did not, you would be dead in your chair already.”

So he’s the one who escaped with a fork, I thought.

The king turned his attention to Alexis, who was the other person on the opposite side of the conference table. She narrowed her eyes and said, “I would say that I don’t trust you further than I can throw you, but I can throw you a long way.” She paused for a moment, then sucked one of her teeth and made a noise that packed a lot of menace into a small sound.

“Anything else, Primero?” the king asked.

“No.”

The king held out a hand to a man I didn’t know who was seated at the foot of the long table near a pair of stand-up chalkboards. One of them had a global map taped up to it. “Have you any remarks, Persius?” the king asked.

The scholarly looking fellow turned to me and said, “I don’t know you; I only know of you. I have no comments.”

The king said, “Jack?”

Jack, who was on my left, said, “I have nothing to add.”

The last person at the table sat between Jack and King Harold. I didn’t know her by sight, but I guessed that she was the heir to the throne. I was correct.

“Claire?” the king asked.

She leaned forward so that she could see me clearly around Jack and said, “If I were queen, I would have ordered that you be found, captured, and hung a long time ago.” She leaned back, and Jack eclipsed most of her face.

King Harold spoke and looked around the table. “And that’s that. From this point on, there will be no hostile words or deeds from any of us for the duration of what I hope will be a mutually beneficial venture. We will, starting now, let bygones be bygones.”

The king turned to me and said, “We face an immediate threat that requires the use of your cloak. We cannot seem to activate it or manufacture a garment that can fully replicate its effects.”

My cloak!! “That...would be true,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady. “The invisibility cloth was a strictly guarded secret during the years leading up to the Kinetic War. None of the factories on the Valkyries would be able to make it.”

“So we have determined.”

“And the cloak is coded to activate only for me,” I said, beginning to see the true reason that I was in the room.

“Yes, we have determined that as well.”

“I see.” I wondered what required sneaking about. I didn’t have to wait long to find out.

The king said, “Persius here is our best...explainer of ideas that have a lot of moving parts. I have asked him to brief you on our problem. Persius?”

The scholarly man at the foot of the table stood up, grabbed a piece of chalk from a tray beneath the chalkboard, and began to speak.


Chapter 17

Interlude: The Red Tyrant

Chairman Fedorov and Ilya found Grigory in an unassuming storage facility near the Black Sea. They were able to detect a quark battery operating inside, but from outside, they couldn’t pinpoint the exact unit that the one time Grand Marshall of the CSSR occupied.

They spent most of an hour using bolt cutters to sever ancient padlocks, rolling orange doors up, and taking a look inside storage units with powerful flashlights.

The first dozen units they examined seemed to contain 50% cobwebs and 50% odds and ends. Chairman Fedorov found the contents distasteful. He regretted that Western consumerism had invaded his workers’ paradise to the degree that pre-Kinetic War Soviet citizens had needed to rent storage units for their surplus possessions. “If the roubles used to buy all of these things had gone to support the State, perhaps we would have defeated the capitalists without trouble,” he mused while he shined his light around one of the spaces.

“Da,” Ilya said. She spotted a wooden rocking chair. She moved to it, swept away the cobwebs, and sat. “This is better made than any chair I have had in my life. Yet it was unfit to store in the home of whoever owned it.” She rocked a few times before she stood and said, “Onward.”

The next unit was not like the others. It was uncluttered, and Fedorov’s flashlight beam revealed that it contained only an oval that looked like a space age sarcophagus. It was surrounded by a few screens on rolling stands that gave dim reports on the systems they monitored. “He is here!” Ilya exclaimed.

Chairman Fedorov shined his light on the hibernation pod and examined it more closely. He was surprised to see a porthole in the top of it.

“Is he in one of the new ones?” Fedorov asked. He moved to the hibernation pod and shined his light straight down and saw Marshall Turgenev’s face clearly through the portal. His unkempt eyebrows held a considerable amount of frost, but he was not resting in gel. “How did he get a next generation model?! I myself didn’t have one of these!”

Ilya looked into the porthole. “It matters not, Husband. Is he still alive? That is the question.”

Fedorov shook off his irritation that one of his subordinates had managed to obtain an American-made hibernation pod for himself and turned his attention to the screens.

“Well?” Ilya asked.

“The pod’s functions have not degraded. There appears to be no reason he can’t be revived.” Fedorov began to enter commands into a keyboard below the largest screen. After a time, the lid on the cryogenic pod broke its seals and began to rise, and super chilled gas escaped around the edges and quickly dropped the temperature of the storage unit by a noticeable amount. “He should be awake in ninety minutes. Give or take.”

Ilya nodded. She disappeared for a moment and retrieved the rocking chair from the previous unit. Though it was both heavy and bulky, she carried the chair without dragging it and without difficulty. She positioned it in a spot in the hall that gave her a clear view of the hibernation pod, sat, and waited.

The Red Tyrant merely sat upon the ground with his legs crossed and his back straight as he had been taught to do in grade school.

The wait was longer than expected. Grigory Ivanovich Turgenev was slow to wake up from cryosleep. He had reached the biological age of 65 before the Red Tyrant ordered him to begin taking EXTs, and his body took longer to shake off the effects of being suspended for centuries than it would have if he had been a younger man.

But in time, he began to groan softly. Over the next five minutes, he began to make small movements in his open creche and reacquaint himself with the idea that he had control over limbs and fingers and the small but complicated muscles in his face.

The Red Tyrant continued to sit until he heard a more nuanced rasping sound that seemed to indicate Turgenev was attempting speech. When he heard that, he stood and moved to the side of the pod, and Ilya joined him.

Turgenev’s movements grew more constant. He knit his bushy eyebrows several times, and eventually, he managed to open one eyelid and then the other. He looked around, and it occurred to Fedorov that Turgenev would be able to see nothing but a beam of light, and that he should show himself. He reversed his flashlight beam and illuminated his own face.

Turgenev took a deep breath and managed to say, “Chairman.”

“Good day, Marshall.”

Turgenev grunted and drew in another deep breath. “Surely we did not win the war,” he said.

“No,” Fedorov admitted. “You were correct. The nuclear exchanges were mistakes. I should have dropped the Rocks first.”

“Mmm.” Turgenev tried to rise, but found that he still lacked the necessary strength. “How long have I been in here?”

“It is the Thirtieth Century, Marshall.”

The Red Tyrant expected a string of basic questions, but that’s not what he got. Turgenev’s mind, either by training or natural inclination, pivoted very quickly to the goals he had spent his entire career pursuing. “What are our assets?” he asked.

Fedorov began to list them.

Two hours later, Ilya, the Marshall, and the Red Tyrant sat outside the storage facility at a stone table that had managed to survive the passing of centuries. Marshall Turgenev took tiny sips of soup from a small spoon, and he thought the warm broth and the warm sunlight all around were the most pleasant things he had ever experienced.

He listened to Ilya and Chairman Fedorov as they filled him in at length on the state of the places that had once been America and the CSSR. Only when they ran out of new information and began to repeat themselves did he weigh in.

“Do we have paper?” he asked. Ilya nodded, and she walked to the Land Cruiser and retrieved a large notebook filled with sheets that were delicate with age but still whole. She handed the notebook and a pencil to the Marshall, and he opened it carefully and began to draw. Over the next couple of minutes, he made a remarkably accurate freehand sketch of North America.

“So, the Americans who have access to the three Valkyrie ships...”

“Four,” the Red Tyrant interjected.

“Four, then. Those Americans are in Nebraska.” He made a small star in the correct place on his drawing.

“Correct,” Fedorov said.

“And smaller numbers of survivors have also established independent settlements that have little to no technology in Alabama, Pennsylvania, Ontario, Texas, Arizona, and northern California.” He made small notations on the map as he listed each location.

“So our last remaining spy satellite indicates. And the settlement in California may have a medium level of technological development. They have a power grid functioning in some of their territory, at least.”

“Is there any collaboration between those Americans and the ones in Nebraska?”

“Not so far as we can tell. The ‘Quakes’, as they call themselves, seem to keep to their own side of the Rocky Mountains.”

“Alright.” Turgenev circled his checkmark in California. “Now, the Nebraskans, they have operational factories.”

“Several of them, yes. And a railway line that connects them to their main population center. It seems to carry a meaningful amount of cargo on a regular basis.”

“Hmm...” Turgenev tapped the end of his pencil on the map. “So the clock is ticking. They will become more difficult to conquer year by year. Perhaps month by month.”

“That is most likely correct, Marshall.”

“What manpower do we have in this century?”

“There may be ten thousand people of Russian descent who are fit for combat, but they are widely scattered,” the Red Tyrant said.

Ilya added, “But they are largely unaware of their own history. Rallying them to our banner may prove...challenging.”

“I had hoped there would be more, but I am not surprised, Chairman. Our best estimates on the population that would follow a full scale exchange of kinetic weapons were as low as zero and no higher than fifty thousand by the end of the millennium.”

“It is unfortunate the Americans were able to launch a counterstrike, Marshall.”

Turgenev snorted at the understatement. “Da. So if we are to act in North America, it must be the droids.”

“Yes.”

“Are all the pods active?”

“No. The pod in the Yucatan is offline, and most of the units in Quebec were destroyed during a...previous adventure.” Marshall Turgenev raised his great eyebrows and invited Chairman Fedorov to elaborate.

“Shortly after I awakened, I had what I believed was an opportunity to seize at least one Valkyrie class starship, and possibly more than one. I took a calculated risk.”

“Mmm.” The Marshall pointed to the Baja Peninsula. “What of these?”

“Operational. All 256 droids are fit for deployment.”

Turgenev chewed on his lower lip and did calculations in his mind. After a moment, he concluded, “They won’t be enough to overthrow the number of people you’ve described to me. Not with the ammunition they carry with them, even if none of it has degraded. We’ll need to increase their destructive powers.”

“I had supposed so, Marshall. But what do you propose? Resonance weapons? Hydrogen bombs?”

“No, neither of those. Mining enough rare earth elements to matter takes time. Enriching uranium most definitely takes time. We need things that are easy to make if we are to act quickly. Steel is easy. Rubber is easy. Gunpowder is easy. I recommend we manufacture tanks, Chairman.”

“Tanks? As in, the rolling boxes with great guns out front from the Great Patriotic War against the Nazis a thousand years ago?”

“Precisely. They can be made quickly with a factory, and once each of 256 droids is in control of one of them, we will have a formidable force. Particularly if our forces then move beneath the cover of a bubble. Tanks are what we want here, whether your aim is to exterminate the remaining Americans or merely bring them to heel.”

The Red Tyrant tried to imagine sixteen columns, each containing sixteen newly minted tanks, rolling across a prairie and nearly invulnerable to attack. He had to admit to himself that the plan seemed a good one.

Ilya asked, “How will we transport the tanks to America, Marshall?”

Turgenev smiled. “We won’t ship them there; we will build them there.” He drew a new circle on his map and tapped it for emphasis. “It is my recommendation that we relocate ourselves, our factory, and our bubble maker as soon as is practicable to North America.”


Chapter 18

“Do you know about tactical bubbles? You know, energy domes?” Persius asked me.

“What sorts of bubbles, again?”

He drew a small square on the chalkboard with a line sticking out about a foot to either side. He then connected the far ends of the lines with an arc that joined them and made a half circle shape. “They’re projectable force shields. The Soviets developed them about ten years after President Jones exiled my grandfather to the Void.”

So he’s Dawson’s genius grandson, I thought. “The 2220s were before my time, I’m afraid,” I said. “I didn’t come on the scene for fifty years after that.”

“Yeah...and by then the domes were mostly worthless and I guess no one would have talked much about them...but they were hugely important at one time. The Soviets’ tactical bubbles are the thing that started the arms race up in orbit which led to the Kinetic War. The thing was, the bubbles could neutralize nuclear weapons.”

“Ah.” I thought about that. “So they’re like personal shields, but much stronger.”

“Right. We developed shielding tech for the Valkyrie Program, and the Soviets stole it from us, but after that they innovated how to project the barrier over a much larger area. And if you have a large Soviet bubble generator protecting your city, even a direct hit from a nuclear weapon doesn’t hurt anything. So all at once, the Americans had grave doubts about whether anything in their arsenal could take out Moscow and the other high value targets.

“That led them to start maneuvering asteroids into orbit as fast as they could. Something like an asteroid that can deliver an incredible amount of kinetic energy can overwhelm a bubble with no problem, and America’s strategy centered on assembling a number of captured asteroids sufficient to allow them to take out all of their primary targets.

“The Soviets responded in kind, and soon both sides had dozens and eventually more than a hundred Rocks up in orbital crates waiting to be dropped on targets down below.”

“I see.” They hadn’t covered any of that at Swarthmore. “And so the Red Tyrant has reemerged with a bubble generator, I’m guessing.”

“He has, and with a factory as well. He’s using the dome to protect the factory. It’s presumably turning out war material as fast as it can, but we’re not sure what kind. He’s built a hangar as large as three or four football fields, and our imaging systems can’t penetrate it. We don’t think he has nuclear weapons yet, because finding and processing enough uranium takes time, but he’ll get past that bottleneck in due course.”

“I see. And the only way to destroy a facility shielded by a dome is to drop an asteroid on it.”

“Right, and we don’t have one handy. And even if we wanted to get an asteroid and start a new era of kinetic attacks, we can’t get one here that’s big enough to help in less than eleven months.”

“So then...you propose that my cloak be employed in what manner, exactly? It can hide someone well enough, but it doesn’t make a wearer insubstantial or anything like that. It can’t pass through a wall.”

“That’s OK. We think everyone can get through a bubble already.”

I tried to reason out what he meant, but I couldn’t. “How so?” I asked.

“The large Soviet bubbles may have gained the ability to stop energy weapons of any intensity, and kinetic weapons that are less violent than an asteroid strike, but we think the tradeoff is that they’ve lost the ability to stop smaller, slow moving objects.

“The last intelligence briefing on bubbles the Americans generated before the Kinetic War indicated that a man walking at normal speed can pass right through one of them. The report had vids of Soviet workers doing exactly that as they came and went from their shifts at various shielded facilities. Anything much larger than a person got stopped, and so did anything moving fast, but a person could pass through. We hope that’s still true.”

“Alright. And so you propose that I...use my old cloak to hide myself and infiltrate the Tyrant’s new base?”

“Exactly.”

King Harold spoke up. “Actually, our first choice would be for you to enable Alexis to activate the cloak and for her sisterhood to make use of it, but I am reasonably certain you will have no interest in that plan.”

I thought his statement over, and found that I was indeed unwilling to hand over control of the cloak. “That is correct,” I said.

“I thought as much,” King Harold said.

I turned back to Persius. “But for what purpose would I sneak into the base? I can’t possibly conceal a bomb potent enough to matter under the cloak.”

“We don’t want you to do that,” Persius said. “The bubbles have a weakness, or at least they did before the Kinetic War. It turns out the hardware that generates the dome has to be reset periodically. The system can’t run for much more than a hundred and fifty consecutive hours without a brief rest. We’ve actually observed the new dome dissolve and regenerate twice since we’ve become aware of it. It only goes down for two and a half seconds, but if we know exactly which two and a half seconds will feature a reboot before it happens, our armed Valkyries can destroy the base.

“We want to separate the cloak into its two layers and have you and another person enter the facility and try to determine when the next scheduled reset will happen. And if that proves impossible, we want for you to at least observe and report on what they’re building inside the hangar.”

I turned and looked at Jack. “We’ve done a pretty good job inside a Russian base before.”

Jack shook his head. “It wouldn’t be me with you this time.”

“No?”

“Nope. I’m not bad in a fight, but I’m no expert. We want to send an expert.”

I looked at Alexis. “You, Primero?”

Alexis said, “Not me. My predecessor.”

I squinted and tried to figure out who she meant, and I dug a name out of my mental files. “Margaret, ah...Snow?”

“Yes.”

I’d had reports on her when I led the Society. My spies assembled files on all the power players in the Realm for centuries. “Why her?” I asked.

Alexis pointed down the table to Persius, and he answered my question. “We know from the trip you and Jack took into the Tyrant’s base in Siberia that your cloak doesn’t put out any kind of energy signature that Russian systems can sense, but we’re worried about tech-based weapons being detected and setting off an alarm. I asked Alexis to identify the person most deadly with ordinary blades who could offer you a chance to escape if you ended up having to fight your way out. I figured she’d answer that she herself is most deadly, but she told me Margaret Snow is best with swords.”

That surprised me; I’d seen Alexis fight, and I couldn’t imagine a more ferocious warrior. I looked at her and asked, “Truly?”

She nodded. “With swords, yes.”

I steepled my fingers together and tapped them on my chin. It’s a silly habit from my childhood, but doing it does seem to help me ponder things and see them clearly.

After a few moments, I asked King Harold, “How do you know I won’t just take my cloak and disappear?”

“We don’t,” Alexis interjected.

The king turned to her and lowered his hand towards the table. “Peace,” he said, before answering my question. “I suspect you will not because, if the Russians overrun the Realm, they will certainly overrun your Nords, and the Republic, and everyone else shortly thereafter. And also because, while I hate the Tyrant for the threat he poses to my people, I believe that you have reason to despise him personally.”

I gaped at Harold, and as I did, it occurred to me that I hadn’t gaped at anyone in years. “In what way?” I asked.

King Harold spread his hands. “Mr. Hamm. Your previous nation and mine were adversaries for centuries. We certainly learned a great deal about you over the course of all that time. And for what it’s worth, I do feel sympathy for all that you lost in the Kinetic War.”

I inhaled and exhaled slowly. I didn’t weep, but I did close my eyes and think of Abby, and of Swarthmore, and of my simple but lucrative and interesting job selling EXTs, and I felt sadness.

When I opened my eyes, I looked at Persius. “Where is the base you want me to infiltrate?”

“Here.” He pointed to a spot on the map that was within North America.

“Is that...part of Montana? Or was it part of Montana?”

Persius nodded. “It’s east of Billings Crater.” He picked up a clasped envelope that was in front of his seat and slid it down the table to me. “We don’t know about everything he might be making inside, but we got a good image of one of the things.”

While I worked on the clasp, King Harold said, “We should have done more regular reconnaissance of all parts of the continent and recognized this threat sooner. That lapse belongs to me.”

I got the envelope open and pulled several photographs from it. All of them showed a tank that seemed to be conducting maneuvers in a field.

The armored war machine resembled the little metal tanks in the role playing game from the Battle Boards Company that I’d once played with my high school friends. It wouldn’t have looked out of place rolling across Europe in 1945 on its way to Berlin. “This seems very old fashioned,” I said.

“It is,” Persius said. “There’s not much to innovate with tanks. If you have an armored box that can shoot and move about on treads that can roll over basically anything, you’ve got what you need. The one you’re looking at will no doubt move more quickly and pack more of a punch than its early cousins from a thousand years ago, but it isn’t all that different in form or function.”

“But...even if there are a lot of them, why not use your four Valkyries to take them out? Surely it will take tanks a day or two at least to reach you from Montana. Isn’t that enough time for your ships and their lasers to lay waste to them?”

“Maybe not. We worry that the Tyrant will carry his bubble generator with him on his attack route and shield his forces until they move within striking distance.”

The king added, “The greatest nightmare would be if they can shoot out through the dome while it is still in place to block incoming strikes. Our personal shields allow for that, and if they have things which can shoot at us that we can’t shoot back, it will create...a most difficult situation.”

No one in the room spoke for a little while, and then King Harold asked me, “So will you do it?”

I stared at the map, not that the location of the base mattered much. I was just trying to get used to the idea that ninety minutes before I had been driving my truck through Ontario, and that later in the day I might be using the strange light-bending effects of my old cloak to allow me to infiltrate an enemy stronghold.

I turned to the king and said, “I have two conditions.”

“State them.”

“I get to keep the cloak – both halves of it – when the mission is complete.”

The king looked to Alexis. It has always amazed me that the Realm’s monarchs actually defer to the Sisterhood and respect their independence at all times, but they’ve done so throughout their nation’s history. Alexis had possession of my cloak, and it appeared that King Harold wouldn’t order her to permanently return it.

Alexis glared at me, closed her eyes for a moment, and then resumed glaring. “Done,” she said through gritted teeth.

My other condition was definitely for Harold. “If the Red Tyrant is captured at any point by forces under your command, you will turn him over to me and not to your courts.” The Realm’s system of justice allowed for the possibility of escape, I’d learned through personal experience.

“Done,” King Harold said more quickly than I’d expected. “Is there anything else?”

“No,” I said. “If you’ll give me my cloak, and a cup of coffee, and a ride to Montana, I’m ready to work.”

“Excellent,” the king said. “We will stand ready to send in missiles or reinforcements as opportunities arise.”

The king stood, everyone else followed suit, and the meeting ended.


Chapter 19

I went to the House of the Valkyries and got my old cloak back from Alexis. She sat behind a great desk in a sort of annex to her personal quarters, unlocked a drawer I couldn’t see from my side, and retrieved it. The cloak was neatly folded, and she didn’t seem pleased to slide it across the desk to me.

I shook it out and twirled it around my shoulders, and I was surprised to find how much I’d missed it. The phrase that surfaced in the privacy of my mind was, I’m back!

I enjoyed the experience of its familiar weight settling on my shoulders. It was meaningfully heavier than the replacement cape I’d been wearing as an affectation. I looked at Alexis and saw a strange expression on her face. “I suppose this upsets you,” I said.

Alexis looked up at the ceiling for a moment as if considering, then returned her focus to me. “Not really.”

I found that surprising. But then again, a lot of things Alexis says and does surprise me. It’s one of the reasons I like being around her. I sat down in a chair on the other side of the desk and said, “That’s unexpected.”

“Well, it shouldn’t be. King Harold is right; we have to forget about things that are over and done with and work together. I was eleven when the Tyrant killed everyone I knew...actually, everyone I had ever heard of except for my mother. I imagine it was the same for you.”

I thought back to Buc-ees and the towers of fire and the sound of the Rocks impacting the earth and shuddered. “He did indeed. Everyone including my mother, in my case.”

“Right. And I’m sorry that you lost her and everyone else you cared about. But if Chairman Fedorov is back and building himself up again, we have to put our strongest team on the field.”

“I agree. Well said.”

“Yeah. I learned that lesson before all of this started up, by the way - that it’s better to be strong than to be right.”

I wondered what she meant by that. “How do you mean?”

“I brought Margaret back into the fold years ago. The training sessions she’s held for the Sisters have raised everyone’s skill, and we may need every bit of ability we can muster very soon.”

I smiled and recalled an assessment of Margaret that I’d received back when I led the Society. “My eyes and ears rated her an eleven out of ten in single combat with bladed weapons and urged that I have her killed from ambush if there was ever any armed conflict.”

“She was at least an eleven out of ten. She still is.” Alexis paused for a moment and then asked, “Who did you have on the inside to send you reports on us, back in the day?”

I smiled. “None of the Sisters, although not for lack of trying. It’s a credit to your Order that none of them could be bought or blackmailed.”

“Thank you.”

“One of the washerwomen, though, was willing to make reports on what she saw when she was coming and going from your House.”

“Ah.” Alexis appeared to debate with herself for a moment and then said, “I had a higher value source in the Society.”

I leaned forward. “Sending you information on me? Who?”

“Glen.”

“Glen?! He was no traitor!” Glen was the High Gentleman who had been killed by the Red Tyrant’s droids when we had the first of our present-day run ins with him.

“Not directly,” Alexis said. “But Glen liked to visit a certain house of ill repute, and sometimes he liked to brag in the quiet aftermath of his paid liaisons, and Madame Tess most certainly was a traitor. Her girls reported to her, and she reported to me.”

“Oh, Glen,” I said. He had been the weakest of my three most recent High Gentlemen. “What about Greg and Gary?”

“She’d never seen either one of them in her establishment.”

I nodded. “That’s something, at least.”

“Yeah. But anyway, Margaret Snow. I exiled her after I defeated her in single combat and took the Primero’s seat. But we buried the hatchet, and she’s been an asset ever since. Working with former adversaries isn’t always smart, but it was with Margaret, and I suspect it will be with you. So no, I’m not too upset to return your cloak, although I balked at the idea before I thought it through.”

“I see.”

Alexis’ expression hardened. “Besides, if I’m being candid with you, I hate the Tyrant so much that I’d team up with anyone except the Enemy himself to take him out.”

I waited for her face to soften into a smile, but it didn’t. “The Enemy – and I assume you mean in a religious sense – that’s all real for you, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” Alexis said.

Her one word response had an effect on me. She spoke with such utter certainty.

A question that had been on my mind from time to time for centuries surfaced, and instead of burying it, I asked it out loud in a fumbling, start-and-stop kind of way.

“Do you...I mean...in your system of faith, what prospects...” I closed my eyes, opened them, and started again. “Can a rogue like myself who has done the things that I have done ever...make amends?”

Alexis gave me an odd and very small smile. “Do you know the story of the Prodigal Son?” she asked.

“I, ah...no, actually. I’ve heard the phrase, but I don’t know the meaning.”

Alexis shrugged, and then summarized the story. “So a young man gets wanderlust, and demands that his father give him his inheritance in advance. As in, before the old guy dies. And the father does as he asks.

“The son takes the money out into the world and does bad things with it, and he only stops when the cash runs out. He nearly starves to death after that, but eventually he swallows his pride and comes home to beg a job from his father.

“He figures his dad will be furious, but the father doesn’t care about the waste and the debauchery; he only feels joy that the son has come back home.

“And, so you...”

“There’s another story like that in the King James I like even better,” Alexis said, interrupting me. “Do you want to hear that one?”

“Yes.”

“OK. So a man owns a vineyard, and he heads out to hire a bunch of laborers first thing in the morning. He offers to pay them each a penny for the day’s work. A penny went a lot further back then, and everybody takes the deal.

“He keeps hiring people all day, including one guy who gets hired close to sunset. That man works for an hour alongside the others who have been sweating all day, and then he gets in line to be paid.

“The late arrival gets a penny, same as everybody else, and there’s grumbling from some of the others. But the owner tells them the late arrival getting a penny doesn’t affect their wages either way, and the pennies are his to do with as he wishes, and that the late arrival gets to keep his wages.”

I thought over the parables for a little while, and then I said, “Yes, but I’ve done far, far more than waste my father’s money or show up late to a job site. I’ve killed people.”

“So have I.”

I blinked. She was missing the point. “You have killed aggressors on the battlefield. I have killed...forget that. I ran a society that was unnecessarily brutal for centuries, and I did it primarily to improve my own chances for survival.”

Alexis looked unimpressed. “So what?”

My voice got somewhat shrieky. “What do you mean so what?!”

Alexis leaned forward on her elbows, and she spoke to me with a level of earnestness I hadn’t seen in her before. “The things I believe don’t apply only to the quiet and gentle and empathetic people. The King James is filled to the brim with killers, and liars, and heavy handed strongmen, and prostitutes, and thieves, and adulterers, and oath breakers, and charlatans of every variety.

“You asked me if I believed you could make amends. Yes, you can. If it’s what you want, you can be the laborer who shows up in the vineyard right before sunset, Jeffrey.”

I breathed in and out through my nose and stared at a spot on Alexis’ desk. I couldn’t manage to move my eyes up to meet hers when I spoke next. Very quietly, I said, “You don’t know even ten percent of the things I’ve done. So many...” I trailed off. “So many of them are unforgivable.”

“Wrong.”

Her flat dismissal of my statement drew my eyes back up. “I don’t see how that can be true.” When she didn’t respond, I asked, “Do you forgive me? For starting a war that left casualties on your side?”

“The kind of forgiveness you need isn’t mine to give, but yes, I do.”

I shook my head. “You told me not two hours ago that you don’t trust me further than you can throw me. Now you say that you forgive me. Which of those two things is true?”

“They’re both true. I forgive you, and I don’t trust you further than I can throw you. It takes longer to get trust than forgiveness.”

I heard a knock at the door. Alexis looked over my shoulder, and I turned to see a Valkyrie with two stripes on the back of each of her gloves.

“The Archies’ ambassador has arrived, Alpha,” she said.

“Thank you, Rho. See him to my private reception room. I’ll be there momentarily.”

“Yes, Alpha.” The woman left.

Alexis looked at me. “The king asked me to meet with him and better assess the combat strength the Archies might lend to our cause. I’ll want to have the same kind of meeting with you when you return from your reconnaissance mission if we don’t discover a way to destroy the base from a distance. I know that you are not without people up in old Canada who can handle themselves in a fight.”

“If we must go and hunt the Red Tyrant, any forces I have will submit to your command, Alexis.”

“I thank you for that.”

Alexis opened another drawer and pulled out a pair of collar mics. She affixed one of them to a wide leather cuff she wore at her left wrist and slid the other across the desk to me. “These are paired. You shouldn’t activate yours until you’re finished spying and have gotten a safe distance away, but when you get to that point, I would appreciate a direct report on what you’ve learned. Ping me any time, day or night.”

“I will.”

Alexis stood, and I did the same. She looked me over and said, “I’ll admit something against my better judgment, Jeffrey. The cloak looks right on you.” She smiled a bit and added, “Who knows? Maybe Jack is right.”

“Right about what?”

“Right that you’re not untrustworthy. In his mind, I think the two of you are almost friends.”

“Oh. Well, I’m not really sure if...”

“I know he had one of the factories build you a truck.”

My eyes widened and betrayed the secret Jack had asked me to keep.

“It’s OK,” Alexis said. “It’s just that I’m his daughter-in-law and not a villain who might be in the early stages of turning himself around. Why not make me a truck, you know?”

I had no idea what to say to that.

Alexis waved a hand. “Don’t worry about it. But look, if you’ll excuse me, I need a few minutes to prep for my meeting with the ambassador.”

“Of course. Thank you for returning the cloak.”

She nodded. “Put it to good use, Jeffrey. Just put it to good use.”


Chapter 20

We decided we would have the best chance for success if we waited for nightfall. About two hours after sunset, a Constable escorted me to a field where the Valkyrie-198 was parked. I climbed aboard, and Jack was waiting for me on the stairwell just beyond the airlock.

Margaret Snow was already in the ship’s central room. While Jack gave orders to the ship’s command AI, we introduced ourselves.

It was difficult to gauge Margaret’s age. Her hair was white, but her face was that of a younger woman, and it was pretty despite a sizeable scar on her cheek. She was thin, but her handshake was strong, and her eyes positively blazed with intelligence. She carried two short swords in her belt. They weren’t elaborate, but they seemed to be of the highest quality.

I found her interesting, but we didn’t have a chance to do much more than exchange simple hellos before Jack started to brief us on what he knew about the hangar we were aiming to infiltrate. By the time he finished, we had landed behind a hill that was about five miles from the Tyrant’s base. The two parts of my cloak would keep Margaret and myself invisible, but we couldn’t hide the Valkyrie-198 without making use of the terrain.

Jack shook our hands and wished us luck. Margaret and I passed through the airlock and descended the ladder. When we had moved ten or so yards away, Jack brought the ship up to hover a few feet off the ground and began a slow return to the Realm’s territory.

I activated Margaret’s half of the cloak and showed her how to wear the hood to keep all of herself concealed. After she’d had a few minutes to get used to the fact that she couldn’t see herself, I activated my half of the cloak and gave her a few minutes more to get used to the fact that she could no longer see me, either.

Margaret had a lot of questions about the cloak. When they started to taper off, I suggested that we climb the hill and get a look at our target.

From the top of the hill, we could see the base down in the valley below. Moonlight and the artificial lights around some parts of the factory cast enough illumination to see the basic shape of the facility. I could also perceive the dome as an area around and above the hangar where the light bent at a funny angle, and the whole thing reminded me of a snow globe Grammy Lo once kept in her study.

“It looks like we can walk there in about an hour and a half,” I said.

“No time like the present,” Margaret answered. We started to walk down the hill and into the valley.

We walked without talking at first except to confirm that we were still in more or less the same place as we advanced. But after we had covered about a quarter of the distance to the base, Margaret said, “Alexis told me you lived in Houston before the Kinetic War.”

“That’s true,” I said.

“Will you tell me about it? I’ve only seen old pictures of the great cities.”

It was an unusual experience, walking through a quiet valley and getting a request from a disembodied voice to my right. Although I’d experienced the same thing once before when Jack and I had gone on our mission in Siberia, the lack of visual feedback still made Margaret seem like she might be a spirit, out after dark to roam lands that she couldn’t or wouldn’t abandon even in death.

“Well...” I said. I thought of the four months I’d lived in Houston, and of Abby, and of how things might have been. And while I’m usually too old to feel much nostalgia, I did feel a small shudder run through me.

When it passed and I thought I could keep my voice steady, I said, “There was glass. Everywhere. Great towers of it shaped the skyline. The old buildings were rectangles stood up on end. They reached up a hundred floors or more and had reflective coatings on every window, and in each tower you could see mirror images of the others.

“The newer buildings were irregular, and taller, and they seemed made of crystal more than mirrors. You could see through them day or night and have a look at the tourists and officials and professionals going about their business inside.

“Those buildings had great spires and offset floors and bridges made of glass connecting one to the next at dizzying heights above the ground. My...fiancée and I took a tour and crossed one of them one day. Can you imagine walking upon a transparent surface and seeing the ground two thousand feet below?”

“No,” Margaret said in a tone that revealed she found the image alarming. “I don’t believe I can.”

“Well, let’s just say that it makes you hope the engineering department at Texas A & M has been doing a good job.”

I had a sharp memory of Abby then, her hand sweaty and gripping my own, her step light, her breathing shallow as we walked from an observation deck to a coffee shop a quarter of a mile above Westheimer Road.

It’s funny how the human mind perceives risk. People used to be afraid to fly in airplanes, but in the 23rd Century, there were only two crashes out of nine hundred million flights in the dear old United States. I looked that up one time. But no one worried about the kinds of accidents and misadventures that killed thousands or tens of thousands of people every year in familiar settings.

In the same way, Abby and I were uneasy crossing the glass bridge on that long ago afternoon, when the real threat was elsewhere and unnoticed: a pair of men, one in Washington and one in Moscow, who were both seriously examining the idea that they might be able to win a war if they started it at exactly the right time and played their cards just right.

“What else did you see in Houston?” Margaret asked.

“People. When you’ve got thirty-five million people in an area, you’re never alone until you close the door to your own residence and draw the blinds. Outdoor seclusion anywhere close to downtown was a luxury that would have cost...I can’t even imagine. Philadelphia was the same, by the way. That’s where I lived before.”

“Did you ever see the Liberty Bell?”

“Oh, sure.”

“Wow. What was that like?”

“Well...I mean, it had a crack in it.”

I heard quiet laughter. “Not too impressive, huh?”

“Not really. But a lot of legendary things are like that. I saw Plymouth Rock on a field trip one time – that’s the rock the Pilgrims allegedly anchored their wood hulled ship next to when they got to America – and it looked like a decorative rock my Aunt Mabel had out in the garden on her farm.”

Margaret laughed harder, but she kept it quiet. After a moment, she said, “I wonder if the older something famous is, the less impressive it really was. Like King Arthur...he was probably just a guy with a circular breakfast table.”

Now I began to laugh. It felt good to break up the tension on our way to a task that carried an uncertain level of danger. I played along with Margaret’s idea and adopted the voice of a woman with a cockney accent. “What are ya doin’ tonight, Art?”

Margaret followed along and said in a deep voice, “I’m ‘avin Lance over to ‘ave a few mugs of ale, Gwen my sweet.”

“Always ‘aving Lance over for ale! When are you going to fix the back door?!”

Margaret cracked up quietly, and in a whisper-shout she said, “I’ll fixit when I’m GOOD AND READY!!”

We riffed for awhile about Arthur finding a rusty sword next to a stone and about his neighbor Merlin who drank too much and was always making everyone watch him do card tricks that usually didn’t work out.

When we got about two miles away from the Soviet dome, joking around seemed less desirable, and we quieted down and didn’t talk for awhile.

When we were about a mile from the edge of the bubble, Margaret whispered, “How will we keep track of each other once we’re in there?”

“I’ve thought of that,” I said. I pulled a short length of rope with a loop at each end out of my pocket and passed one side of it over to her. “Put the end over your wrist. Don’t worry; you can slip out of it easily in a pinch.”

I placed my loop over my own wrist, and I soon felt a tug from the other end.

“It’s pretty short,” Margaret observed.

“Better that it is. We can’t go knocking things over in there.”

“I guess not.” In the moonlight, I noticed that the impressions our footsteps made in the grass took on the same unusual pattern I had noticed while handcuffed to Jack in Siberia as the swinging of our arms that were loosely bound together synched up. Our inside feet hit the ground together, and then our outside feet hit the ground together.

When we got to about a hundred paces from the dome, we came to a small creek. It was less than a pace across, but it was the last obstacle before we got to the Red Tyrant’s territory, and we came to a stop.

I looked up ahead, and the shimmering curved wall the bubble formed in the air was more pronounced. I also thought that from close range I could smell a hint of ozone.

“Are we sure it’s safe to pass through?’ Margaret whispered.

“No,” I admitted. I looked at the barrier, and then I looked around near my feet.

I saw a frog sitting on a damp rock at the edge of the creek. I reached down and scooped him up with my free hand, and he seemed startled to be snatched up by some monster he couldn’t see. I felt a tiny trickle of warm liquid pool in my hand. “Ug,” I said quietly.

“What?”

“I think Kermit here peed on me.” I held him out beyond the cloak so that Margaret could see him.

Margaret shifted, and I assumed she was taking a closer look at the frog. “Do you plan to use him to...test what happens when something hits the wall?” she asked.

“That’s the plan. Let’s get across the creek.”

I felt a tug on my wrist when we both took a long step over the water. The tension slackened, and we began to advance again.

“Why Kermit?” Margaret asked.

“Hmm? Oh. There was a frog puppet in the old days,” I whispered. “His name was Kermit, and he told self-deprecating jokes and dated a pig.”

We took several more steps towards the dome, and then Margaret whispered, “Why would a frog date a pig?”

I smiled in the darkness. “Why would a pig date a frog? Opposites attract, I suppose.”

“That’s true enough, sometimes,” Margaret agreed.

We came to a stop a pace from the barrier. The smell of ozone was quite strong there, and I thought I could hear a very faint buzz, or perhaps a low steady crackle. I was glad we had the frog. “Here goes nothing,” I said. “Be ready for anything. Who knows if this will set off some kind of alarm.”

I stooped low to the ground, and as softly as I could, I pitched Kermit underhand and watched him sail through the barrier and land on the other side.

He hit the ground on his feet and facing away from me. He didn’t move for long seconds, and I feared he had gone to whatever frogs have for an afterlife.

I felt the tension on my wrist increase, and I heard Margaret sliding a sword free. “I don’t like this,” she whispered.

I was about to call the mission off, but then Kermit hopped away from us on a diagonal once, twice, three times, and I breathed a sigh of relief. “There,” I said. “Perfectly safe.”

“Yeah...” Margaret’s tone expressed something less than full confidence. I heard the sound of the sword returning to her belt. “You go first,” she said.


Chapter 21

We approached the hangar, and I wished I had something like an eLense that could enhance my vision. I only hoped that when we got inside the Red Tyrant’s facility we wouldn’t be operating in total darkness.

Persius had modified one of the Valkyrie-198’s comm drones and used it to get detailed images of the exterior of the hangar. We knew that there were two doors on the east side, and two more on the north side. What we didn’t know was whether opening any of the doors would sound an alarm. We suspected the Tyrant would monitor his points of ingress much more carefully after losing his base in Siberia.

Margaret and I crept to the northeast corner of the building. “Which side do you want?” I whispered.

“East,” she whispered in reply.

“Alright. Return to this spot and use the clicker if you have any luck.”

“Right.” The length of rope went slack as she released it, and I put it in my pocket and headed to a place along the north wall that was an equal distance from both of the doors on that side. I spotted a short twig about as thick as my thumb along the way, and I picked it up and kept it at the ready.

We were waiting for one of the Russians’ droids to exit the metal building. Our drone had circled the facility for about an hour, and in that time it had spotted six droids entering or leaving by one of the four doors that Margaret and I were monitoring. We hoped that we could spot a droid leaving on some errand or patrol and prop open the door it used to exit the facility before it shut.

Whether the doors were watched directly by a human or by an algorithm that reported to a human, we were betting on the fact that if a plausible explanation existed for why a door might be open – that a droid had just passed through it – no one would bother to investigate beyond glancing at security cameras. And those would show nothing, even if they were aimed directly at Margaret and myself.

I passed a strange half hour. I was essentially doing surveillance, but I had to be ready to spring into action at a moment’s notice, and that made it challenging. The mind wants to wander, I’ve found, if it isn’t getting new input. And staring at two doors that look like light gray rectangles in dim moonlight doesn’t provide much stimulation.

I thought about Margaret engaged in a similar task around the corner from me on the east side of the building, and I replayed parts of the conversation we’d had on the way to the dome.

She was genuinely funny. I’ve kept myself quietly amused at certain things over the centuries, but I haven’t had other people make me laugh very often in all the years since the Kinetic War. When people are afraid of you, they don’t clown around much in your presence.

I juggled images of her in my mind: the fine lines around her bright eyes, her scar, her white hair. I wondered if the stress of rising to and holding the office of Primero, or if being ousted from her position, had caused her hair to lose its color prematurely.

I tried to guess what its original color had been. I imagined Margaret as a blonde, and a brunette, and a redhead, and I debated which I might like best, but I couldn’t decide. I thought I might like all of them.

I snapped myself to attention when it registered that I was having some of the same feelings I’d once had sitting behind Mandy Hall in social studies class.

“It’s been a long time since sixth grade, Jeff,” I said to myself in the barest whisper. “Pay attention, stupid.” I refocused on the doors.

Neither of them opened on my side, but after a time, I heard a quiet double click from my left. Margaret and I each had the kind of little noisemaker that might be given to a child who arrives for trick-or-treating. perhaps along with a piece of gum and a lollypop and a plastic ring that looks like a brightly colored spider.

I hustled over to the corner of the building and reached out until I felt Margaret’s hand. “Success?” I asked.

“Yes, far door.” I took the rope from my pocket and handed an end to her. “Let’s go.”

We moved silently towards a very thin strip of dim light that spilled from the edge of a door that was held a half inch from closing by a rock positioned at the base of the doorframe.

We passed through the door and then Margaret toed the rock out of the way and we let the door shut on its automatic hinge. The small clack made by the latch seemed like an outsized noise, and even though we stood in a wide hallway, I got claustrophobic for a second at the thought I might have entered the building where my extraordinarily long life would finally come to an end.

I’d had the same kind of feeling entering the Tyrant’s base in Siberia. But I put on a calm demeanor for Jack then, and I adopted a calm demeanor once again. “Well done,” I whispered.

“Where to now?” Margaret asked quietly.

“We’re on the perimeter of the building. Let’s try to get to the middle.”

“Right.” I felt a small tug on the rope, and I let Margaret take the lead. She’s a trained warrior, and I had no doubt that her instincts would be better than mine if we encountered threats. I was largely just along for the ride until and unless we came across Russian speech or text.

The others were surprised to learn that I could read and speak it. The truth is that I am conversant in a dozen languages. A benefit of living for several hundred years is that one does have ample time to master new skills. I came across a largely undamaged library in Enid, Oklahoma, one day that had an entire section of workbooks on languages, and I worked through all of them eventually.

Margaret led us down the short corridor, and we came to a T intersection. She paused at it, took us left, and then led us to the right at the next fork in the road.

I’ve always been decent at escaping from things like cornfield mazes at festival times, and I could tell that we were gradually getting further from our point of entry and closer to the center of the facility.

After a time, we came to the end of a corridor that dead ended into a staircase. The steps were yellow, and they were made of metal that formed a lattice. I hesitated to ascend them, but I felt a gentle tug on my end of the rope. I followed Margaret and placed my feet carefully and tried not to make any noise.

There were thirty two steps. When we got to the top of the staircase, it opened onto a walkway that ran along two sides of the facility’s enormous central chamber, and dim red lights all around the perimeter of the cavernous space cast an uneven glow that would not have been out of place in a nightmare.

Margaret was able to see over the upper railing before I could, and she let out a very quiet, “Oh!” When I could look down to the concrete floor twenty feet below, I had to stare for a few seconds before what I saw really sunk in.

It was all tanks.

The far left quadrant of the floor contained a busy factory that sent wheels and turrets and long snakelike treads out into the world on a conveyor belt where metal droids retrieved them. Dozens of other droids were hard at work assembling the new components into functional units.

Nearly the entire right half of the floor below contained finished tanks parked inches apart. I counted eighteen rows of ten tanks each, and I imagined them on the move in the Realm and among my Nords and in the Borderlands and everywhere else in North America, unleashing unopposed destruction under the cover of a force shield.

The quadrant nearest to us along the lefthand side of the floor was empty, but I imagined that new rows of tanks would populate it in short order. For the moment, it had only a large workstation that seemed to be a control center of some kind. I wanted to investigate it further, but there didn’t seem to be any staircases that led from the walkway down to the factory floor.

“This catwalk seems to be an observation area only,” I whispered. “I don’t see any way to get down there from here.”

“I don’t either,” Margaret whispered in reply.

I saw motion from a new direction down below, and I spotted a person. The figure seemed to be a powerful woman with broad shoulders and a determined stride. She passed through the area with the droids and disappeared through a doorway.

“I’m going to try to get us to wherever she went,” Margaret said.

“Agreed.”

I felt pressure on the rope again, and I followed Margaret down the staircase we had used to reach our perch.

We spent a time I would estimate at twenty minutes navigating a series of hallways. We moved generally counterclockwise around the outermost part of the hangar, and Margaret’s skills impressed me. We were essentially rats in a maze we’d never been through, but we only had to backtrack twice.

When we got halfway down a long corridor, we started to hear voices. Even before I could make out the words, I could tell from the rhythm of the speech that the people up ahead were speaking Russian.

“I can’t help with this part,” Margaret whispered. “Take the lead and get us however close you need to be to listen in.”

“OK,” I said under my breath.

I took about ten more strides, cocked my ear towards the doorway ahead, and found that I could eavesdrop just fine. There were two speakers at first, a man and a woman. They both sounded older but not elderly.

“Three days more, Chairman,” the man said. “Two and a half, if things go well, but no more than three.”

“We should strike now, Husband,” the woman said. “We cannot count on remaining undiscovered.”

“Bah!” said the man. “We need tactical superiority, not your superstitions. The bubble does not need to be reset for almost five days! We are invulnerable.”

A third person spoke up for the first time, and he sounded like a younger man, but his voice carried a tone of command. “What benefit will another sixty tanks bring us, Marshall, hmm? Is Ilya not correct that we can eliminate the enemy with what we have now?”

“We do not have a full inventory of what the enemy may bring to bear, Chairman. The handful of passes from our single aging satellite may have failed to reveal any number of material defensive capabilities. We must attack at full strength.”

There was silence in the room ahead for a moment, and then the younger man spoke again. “We will disembark from here with whatever number of units we have available at midnight in three days – about 71 hours from now, da? And no additional delays, Marshall.”

“Yes, Chairman,” the older man said with a voice full of triumph.

“I’m going to bed,” the woman said in a tone of displeasure.

A figure entered the corridor, and I could tell it was the same woman I’d seen earlier from up on the catwalk in the main chamber. I spotted half a scowl on her profile in the red lighting. She took a few steps away from Margaret and myself, and then she stopped in her tracks, turned, and looked directly at me.

She couldn’t see me – there was no possibility that she could see me! But she stared in my direction nonetheless. She took a tentative step and then another until she was back to even with the doorway. “I heard a noise in the passageway, Husband,” she said.

From inside the room, the older man spoke. “The security sensors will detect anything dangerous. You are jumping at shadows this evening, Ilya.”

The powerful woman continued to look at my position. “I tell you there is someone here.”

I remained motionless but tensed my leg muscles and prepared to run.

The older man’s voice turned mocking. “Perhaps it is Baba Yaga come for our souls.” The younger man said, “Enough, Marshall,” but the older man continued. “Of course, we are in America now, so perhaps it is ‘Bigfoot’. Have you spotted the bigfoot out in the hallway, Comrade?”

I saw warring expressions on the woman’s face, but in the end, anger won out. She strode back into the room and said, “Do not insult me Grigory Ivanovich!”

“Then do not tell me fairy tales, Ilya Alexandrovna!”

“Stop it!” the younger man commanded.

“Time to go, “ I whispered. I felt a strong tug on my wrist as Margaret began to retrace our steps.

We got to an exit door fairly quickly, but we wondered if it was alarmed, and we were reluctant to open it ourselves. We decided to trust the cloak’s abilities and hold our position, and we waited in the crimson gloom.

Fortunately, our wait was brief. After perhaps five minutes, one of the two exterior doors in our corridor opened, and a droid returned from whatever task it had completed and reentered the building. We sidled past it, and I was just able to get a hand to the door before it shut.

I widened the gap with great caution, slipped through, and pulled Margaret along behind. When we were both outside, I eased the door shut.

We rounded one of the hanger’s corners and began to jog south towards the spot beyond the hill in the distance where Jack would pick us up.


Chapter 22

We were concerned that exiting the Soviet dome might be more difficult than entering it, but Margaret and I passed through the shimmering force shield without incident. We jogged in silence for a mile, and then I filled her in on what I had heard the Russians discussing.

After another mile, I activated my collar mic and used it to give Alexis a preliminary report. She saw right away that our plan A – figuring out when the dome was going to be reset and sending a well-timed nuclear weapon – wasn’t going to work.

“So we have to strike quickly and with ground forces,” she said.

“It appears that bringing our fighting strength to bear within the next three days would be advisable,” I confirmed.

“Alright. I’ll let Jack know you’re ready to be extracted, and I’ll start assembling key people who will be leading the effort. You’re one of those people; we’ll definitely need your Nords, Jeffrey.”

“I know.”

Margaret seemed indefatigable, but I wasn’t nearly fit enough to jog the entire way back to the place where Jack could land the Valkyrie-198 and keep it out of sight, and so we alternated between a fast walk and a slow run.

When we finally crested the hill, Jack was there. We climbed aboard and I deactivated both parts of the cloak. We found Jack in the central room.

“Good to see you,” he said. “Take us back, Pete.”

“Yes, Captain,” the ship’s command AI said. As I sat on a curved bench at the round table in the center of the room, I felt the starship pivot and accelerate.

Jack said, “This is your chance to eat if you’re hungry. We’re going straight to the castle so that the two of you can brief King Harold.”

I was unaccustomed to having access to food made instantly to order, but Margaret apparently wasn’t. “I’d like a sandwich, Pete,” she said. “Doesn’t matter what kind. And coffee. Cream, no sugar.”

“Yes, Margaret,” the command AI said. A few seconds later, a plate topped with an enormous club sandwich and flanked by a steaming cup emerged on a platform at the center of the round table.

I hadn’t really been hungry, but the smells of coffee and bacon and toasted bread and sliced tomatoes changed that. As soon as Margaret had her food, I said, “I’ll have the same, if you please.” The tray descended and returned a few moments later with a full plate and full mug.

The flight didn’t take long. By the time I finished my...dinner? Breakfast? Whatever you call a meal in the wee hours of the morning, at about the same time the food was gone and my cup was empty, we landed.

“Let’s go,” Jack said. He wasn’t in a manic rush, but he seemed more intent on moving efficiently than was normal for him. Jack led us to the airlock and then outside.

I was somewhat surprised that we had landed immediately adjacent to the castle. I’d been under the impression that John Dawson and King Harold and the rest of the leaders in the Realm were taking great care to conceal advanced tech and reintroduce it slowly into their society, but I supposed that in a crisis things like that wouldn’t seem overly important.

We passed over a drawbridge and through a gate flanked by four men-at-arms who held pikes at the ready. Jack and Margaret were a few strides in front of me. They got subtle and respectful nods from the guards to acknowledge their presence, and one of the men muttered, “Maestro.”

When I passed by, I got cold stares that seemed to barely conceal rage. I couldn’t have expected anything else – I was a legendary villain, after all – but the looks were unpleasant to bear all the same.

I supposed that some of the guards might have been on duty back on the day of my scheduled execution, and that they might bear me a personal grudge for escaping their custody in addition to their general grudge that I had been a longtime adversary of their homeland.

But I got by them without anyone running me through with a pike, so that was a win.

I caught up to Jack and Margaret and walked much closer to them as we took several turns inside the castle. After a few minutes, we arrived at a large room with a fireplace at either end and an enormous tapestry hung on the far wall.

“Stay here,” Jack said. “I’m going to round up the others.” Who the others were, he didn’t say.

Jack closed the door behind him, and he left Margaret and myself alone in the room that, despite featuring a cheery fire at either end, felt cold. But I didn’t notice that very much. I was too taken with the tapestry.

I knew about it; my spies had reported on everything notable in the Realm at one point or another over the centuries. But a report can only convey so much, and where high art is concerned, you just have to see it.

The tapestry seemed to exert a strange kind of gravitational pull on me, and I approached the great work in small and halting steps. Before I knew it, I was directly in front of the central image of my old nemesis John Abernathy surrounded by his Great Knights, hand raised and ready to launch an attack that would absolutely rout my forces at what his people came to call the Battle of the Founding.

I studied the exquisite detail on his face, and I thought it conveyed to the viewer at least as much as a high resolution photograph would have. In threads of wool and silk, I saw a man in the snow with a soul full of unshakeable confidence that he had planned well, and built his army correctly, and endured many hardships, and who fully believed that at long last he was on the cusp of total victory.

“Marvelous, isn’t it?” Margaret asked. She startled me a bit; I had been so focused on the tapestry that I hadn’t heard her approach.

“It is indeed,” I said. I began to look at the endless rows of archers and cavalrymen and infantry arranged all around John Abernathy, and Margaret stood by my side and didn’t say anything until I spoke again.

After a minute or so, I said, “I can see why he won, I think.”

“Why Good King John won?”

“Yes. The battle that’s about to start here, I had superior numbers, and my soldiers were better equipped and better fed, and we were even playing a home game and occupying familiar territory. And he sliced through my defenses like a hot knife through butter. I always wondered how he managed that trick, but now I see the truth of it.”

“Which is what?”

“They all love him. If this work of art at all reflects how it really was, then to a man, and to a woman, his followers love him. They stand ready to fight and die because they believe their cause is righteous, and because they believe in him.

“On my side were men who were willing to fight only out of fear, and that works fine in the beginning, but less well when blades and arrows whistle through the air and fellow soldiers bleed and fall and stagger about holding their own intestines in filthy frozen hands. It takes more than fear to motivate someone to keep fighting when things like that are all around.”

“I suppose it does at that,” Margaret said.

My attention wandered to the image of John Abernathy’s wife on the tapestry. I took a few steps and stood in front of her. “She was one of yours, I believe?”

“Isabele?”

“Yes. A Named sister, but never the Primero, if memory serves.”

“That’s right. She went by Delta, and she might well have ascended to Alpha in time, but she wanted to marry the king, or the future king, more than she wanted to be Primero.”

“Ah.”

“But it worked out for the best. Her ascension to the throne has bound the sisters to the Realm, and the Realm to us, in a long lasting and beneficial way that might not have been possible otherwise.”

“It’s funny how a few key people can sometimes alter the shape of things for a very long time.”

“I think it’s always been like that.”

“Probably so.” I looked at the people around the image of Isabele, and they had been rendered in the same way as those around King John. “They loved her, too, it appears.”

“So our histories say,” Margaret agreed.

I exhaled. “I should have built the Society differently. I...didn’t think that I could.”

“And you feel regret.”

I hesitated to give an honest reply, but in the end I couldn’t come up with any reason not to. “More than you can imagine,” I confirmed.

“Well, there may be good cause for that, but do you know what I’ve seen in the handful of hours that I’ve known you personally?”

I turned away from the tapestry and towards Margaret. “No.”

“I’ve seen a man who has placed himself at risk, and who has acted quickly under pressure, and who has used his knowledge of a language that has been nearly dead for centuries to uncover absolutely essential information. Don’t look in the rearview mirror too often, Jeffrey. You might miss the sun rising right in front of your face.”

I closed my eyes, and the corner of one of them felt the tiniest bit cold. I opened them again and said, “That’s challenging when looks of suspicion and hatred follow me almost everywhere in the Realm. I’m sure you haven’t failed to notice.”

“I’ve noticed,” Margaret said. She shrugged and added, “Show them they’re wrong. You may be surprised at people’s capacity to change their minds, especially if they have new reasons to update their opinions of you.”

“Mmm.” I looked at Margaret and wondered how much truth there was in what she said. “I just don’t know.”

Margaret gave me a sad smile. “Well I do. My father...” she trailed off and sighed, then continued. “My father was a well-liked man. He was very popular in the village where I was born, and most people considered him a good fellow.

“And when he was drunk and behind closed doors and out of the sight of all his friends, he was cruel. He terrorized me, and my mother, and my sister Carrie. And when he died in an accident, do you know what the three of us felt? Relief. That’s all. Relief.”

Margaret breathed heavily for a moment, and I tried to figure out what I could say, but I couldn’t think of anything.

Margaret began to speak more calmly, but her voice still carried an edge. “Carrie didn’t get over it for years, and Mother never did, and I still hate him for that. Whatever good he may have done in his younger years, it doesn’t really move the needle for me. But you’re in the opposite position, Jeffrey.”

I considered that. “Possibly?” I said eventually.

“Possibly, nothing. People remember what you did last, not what you did first. Or if you’re still alive, they remember what you did most recently. Lead your Nords on whatever mission we come up with for them, and continue helping us end the threat the Red Tyrant poses. A lot of the people around here will start to score you differently, you’ll see.”

I tried to savor the thought of that, but I couldn’t make myself believe it would ever come to pass and I said as much.

“But it’s starting already,” Margaret said. “I think well of you, and so does Jack, and I’ll deny I said this next part if you repeat it to anyone, but so does Alexis.”

I shook my head a bit and said, “Come, now, Alexis can’t possibly...”

The main door to the tapestry room opened, and King Harold led Jack, Persius, and Alexis in. He headed for the five chairs arranged around the fireplace at the left side of the room and said, “We have much to decide this night. Someone bring another chair, and let’s begin without delay.”

Persius and Jack hustled over to the other fireplace, but Jack needn’t have bothered. Persius took hold of one of the large chairs, swept it above his head and pivoted it upside down in a single smooth motion, and began to carry it across the wide room. He’s tall and thin and kind of geeky, but he’s strong, as it turns out.

The rest of us arranged ourselves around the king. When we were all seated, he looked at me, and then at Margaret, and said, “First things first. Describe for me everything you saw.”


Chapter 23

After Margaret and I conveyed what we had learned to everyone, we started to field questions. King Harold went first.

“Have you any estimate of how many humans and how many mechanical men we may be facing?”

“We spotted something on the order of fifty droids in the main chamber, and at least one other near the hangar’s exterior doors, but I don’t think we can count on the total number being as low as that,” I said. “The Tyrant sent two or three hundred against me in Maryland way back when.

“As for the number of humans, I’m just not sure. We saw one and heard the voices of two others, but it was the middle of the night, and there may have been a great number of men asleep in their bunks somewhere inside.”

“I concur with what Jeffrey believes about the droids,” Margaret said, “but I think we can say with some certainty that there are few human occupants of the hangar.”

“Explain.”

“We navigated a meaningful number of corridors that run between the main area with the tanks and the outside walls, and there wasn’t any trash or mess or anything else that people tend to leave lying around. No food fragments or used dishes, no bottles or cans or empty paper cups or even receptacles for them. I saw no muddy footprints, no disorganized papers...no workstations...no restrooms! Nothing one would expect to find in a place occupied by a meaningful number of people.”

“I see. But there are sectors of the facility that you did not explore, correct?”

“Correct. If the west side of the building contains a dormitory of some kind, it might possibly hold a large force. But in all my years leading the Valkyries, I never encountered a sizeable group of people who didn’t spread out like a gas and fill the spaces they occupied with their belongings and garbage and...smells. We encountered none of those things.”

To the group at large, the king asked, “What do we know of the offensive capabilities of the mechanical men?”

Jack said, “We sent a survey team years ago to the fields in Maryland where they attacked Jeffrey’s army. We only recovered fragments; it looked like the droids that were still functional carried away the ones that were disabled, but we found enough to piece together what they carry.

“They have a meaningful number of high caliber rounds in both of their arms, and we know from firsthand experience that they can fire several of them per second. That’s mostly what they used to attack last time.

“Their left arms have hardware consistent with a high power laser, and we found fragments of small missiles in a right arm we retrieved, but we don’t think each individual unit has more than one or two of those.

“And they’re physically strong. They punched through the 200’s inner airlock door and were able to stop the upward progress of the observation room’s floor just by pulling on it.”

“I see,” the king said. “And what have we that can fight well-armed things that are stronger than we are and which don’t bleed? Swords and crossbows would seem to be of limited value against them. Are we helpless until and unless we can destroy the main shield generator and let the Valkyrie ships rain down destruction?”

“Maybe not,” Persius said. “I have prototypes of a new kind of firearm that may be useful. I wish I had another couple of weeks to refine them, but they may be good enough to help as they are.”

I could see that no one else had known he was working on anything like that. “What kind of weapon is it, specifically?” the king asked.

“It’s a gravity gun.” The king’s eyebrows went up, and Persius elaborated. “The command AIs on the Valkyries can manipulate the local gravity field onboard the ships. I’ve got something that can project a small area that can increase gravity by almost two orders of magnitude for half a second. It’s...fairly destructive.”

King Harold squinted. “Have you tested it in the kinds of situations we may be encountering?”

“No, but we can do that as soon as we’re done here. I have four of them now. If they pass my tests, we can get the factories making them and turn out a couple of hundred before we have to fight.”

“Very good. I look forward to a prompt report on what you find.” King Harold turned his attention to Alexis. “Now, to the question of our approach. We can make two people invisible, but what of the rest of our forces? Surely the Russians will be able to detect any of us who are not wearing a part of Mr. Hamm’s cloak.”

“We have to assume so,” Alexis said. “And our modified comm drone has made enough high altitude flybys to complete a deep scan of the area surrounding the hangar. The Russians have pillboxes spaced every ten meters around the perimeter. They didn’t spot Jeffrey or Margaret tonight, but you’re correct, they’d almost certainly detect uncloaked approaching soldiers.”

“And a pillbox is...”

“Oh. It’s a square that rises a foot or two from the ground when its sensors detect enemies and elevates a pair of buried machine guns that are mounted on swivels. The Soviets used them a lot before the Kinetic War, and they’re just nasty. My grandfather used to call them ‘barbarian weapons’. They fire in overlapping waves and cut anything that gets close to them to ribbons.”

King Harold frowned. “But won’t our front line soldiers be wearing personal shields that can stop incoming projectiles?”

“It’s true we’ll have personal shields for some of our troops, but if they’re struck from multiple directions simultaneously, the first bullet will be stopped, and the second one may get through.”

“Mmm.” King Harold’s frown deepened. “And so these pillboxes must be disabled before we can mount a meaningful charge into the facility.”

“Yes. But I believe we can do that.”

The king leaned forward in his chair. “Tell me how.”

Alexis and Margaret exchanged a look that I couldn’t read. Alexis seemed to hesitate, but then she continued. “We have a special force that may prove well suited to the task.”

“Go on.”

“In the years since we recovered the 200, I’ve assembled and trained a strike force that is...airborne.”

“Airborne?”

Alexis nodded. “I have twenty Sisters who are skilled in the use of parachutes, and repelling lines, and...other things. I can get boots on the ground from above.”

“I see!” The surprise was plain on the king’s face.

“The guns within pillboxes generally don’t swivel a full 360 degrees. There’s no need to shoot back at your own forces, and I think the CSSR feared that an AI might make an error and do just that. I believe that we can land our special forces inside the perimeter formed by the pillboxes. They can then destroy them and create safe passage to the hangar for the rest of our troops.

“Yes...” the king said, starting to visualize it. “Outstanding.” He looked at Alexis and said, “You are never without surprises. I suppose you have other kinds of special forces as well.”

Alexis looked at King Harold with a poker face. “Perhaps. But none that are relevant to this mission.”

The king smiled and patted his knees once. “Well! I remain grateful that you are on our side.”

Alexis dipped her head and gave him a tiny bow.

King Harold returned his attention to me. “Are you willing to commit forces to our cause?”

“More than willing,” I said.

“What numbers can you muster?”

I thought about it for a moment before I answered, “Perhaps 150 men and another 50 women who are battle ready.”

“Will they balk if they are asked to enter a starship’s cargo hold for transport across the continent?”

“They will do as I command them,” I said honestly.

“Alright. So 200 Nords. And I can bring twice that number who can fight in close quarters. And Alexis, I assume that you have your usual compliment of 200.”

“I do.”

“What of the Archies?
Alexis shook her head. “They’re too scattered to assemble on short notice, and many of their captains continue to prefer to remain neutral in all external conflicts.”

“I see. So 800 of us, then. Will it be enough, Primero?”

“It will have to be enough, Your Majesty.”

“Hmm, yes, I suppose it will. Well then, dawn approaches. Begin refining plans for an attack shortly after sunset two and a half days from now. And Persius, send me your findings as soon as you have conducted a field test with your invention. Has anyone any questions before we disperse for now?”

No one did.

“In that case, I must speak right away with my High Constable. We will meet again this evening; I’ll send messengers to each of you with a specific time. Jack, accompany me if you would. Thank you, everyone.”

The meeting broke up, and the king and Jack left right away.

I looked at the others and said, “I’ll need a ride to Canada if I’m going to assemble my forces.” Alexis said she’d take me there in the 200.

“Can he help me for an hour first?” Persius asked. “Actually, can all of you come with me? I’d like to get a sense of how much damage people with and without combat training might realistically inflict with my new weapons.”

Alexis and Margaret looked at each other. Alexis nodded, and Margaret said, “Sure. I’m actually more than intrigued to see and assess whatever you’ve come up with.”

The four of us left together. Persius’ Jeep was parked near the castle, and we rode in it to his research center in the Merchants’ Quarter, loaded up two canvas bags, and continued on our way.


Chapter 24

Alexis sat up front with Persius, and Margaret and I rode along in the smaller but still comfortable back seats in the Jeep. We spent the next few minutes navigating the streets in the Merchants’ Quarter, and it struck me how advanced the Realm was compared to the lands I ruled. I said so to Margaret.

“How do you mean?” she asked.

“Well...for one thing, we don’t have anything like these cafes,” I said, gesturing to three of them on my side of the street. “It takes a lot of kinds of infrastructure to allow for something like a profitable sandwich shop.”

“I guess so. You need customers who have money, and who don’t mind spending more on a meal than it would cost to prepare it at home.”

“But it’s not just that,” I said. “You need a lot of things, some of which the Nords have, and some of which we don’t. We have a reliable currency, and we have a society stable enough so that a person wouldn’t avoid starting a business because he assumes everything will just be stolen immediately.

“But we don’t have cost effective supply chains. You can’t get regular shipments of meats or cheeses or bread or beverages or anything else you’d need. And a prospective cafe owner couldn’t refrigerate the meat if he could get it in the first place. I have work to do if I’m going to level the Nords up to the point where they can support businesses like these.”

Margaret smiled. “I like it. The humble sidewalk cafe as an indicator of the relative level of advancement a society has attained – let’s call it Level One. And then Level Two would be a civilization that has...” she looked all around for a moment, and then she held her hands out wide. “Jeeps,” she said.

I nodded. “Just so. A society that can make a Jeep all by itself has taken a second giant step. And then...a quark battery next?”

“Level Three!” Margaret exclaimed. “So there you go. If you’re a civilization playing to win, you go sandwich shops to Jeeps to quark batteries, and you’re there.”

“Of course, you have to avoid having a big apocalyptic war when you get to Stage Three,” I pointed out.

“Yep,” Margaret said. “Otherwise you have to start over and see if you can build back up to sandwich shops.”

We got past the last street with shops and warehouses and cafes and entered a long stretch of the small hamlets and farms that surround the City.

Margaret turned around and eyed the duffle bags in the smallish space behind the back seats. “OK if I have a look at one of your weapons, Percy?”

“Go ahead,” he said. “The guns are in the larger bag behind you, and the ammunition is in the smaller one. Don’t try to load one until we get where we’re going.”

Margaret got the big bag, put it in her lap, and unzipped the top. She pulled out something that looked like a prop from one of the old black-and-white movies on Grammy Lo’s playlist. “Interesting,” Margaret said as she turned it over in her hands. “What’s it got for tech?”

“The gun doesn’t have any,” Persius said over his shoulder. “The tech’s all in the ammo, and it gets messed up if the weapon has any upgrades that run an electrical current.”

“Huh,” Margaret said. She handed the gun to me, and I took it somewhat hesitantly. It seemed solid. Dense. I looked at it for a moment and handed it back.

After about ten minutes, we came to a field that had a single oak tree in the center. Something made of metal was already at the base of the tree and gleamed in the sunlight. When we got closer, I could tell that what I saw was actually four humanoid figures which lay in a pile and looked like robots. Persius stopped the Jeep next to them.

“Target practice?” Alexis asked.

“More or less,” Persius said. “I left these out here last night. Help me set them up.”

The four of us got out of the Jeep, and we each took one of the figures. I found that mine was much lighter than I expected. I knocked on its torso, and I got a dull, echoey ringing sound. “It’s hollow,” I said.

Persius smiled. “They’re more like the Tin Man from the Wizard of Oz than anything the Tyrant will put on the battlefield, but they’re cheap and they’re good enough to test my little projectiles.”

After we had walked for about a hundred paces, Margaret asked, “Is this far enough?”

“Should be,” Persius said. “If you place them upright with one foot in front of the other, they’ll stand up.” He demonstrated, and soon we had all four of the dummies standing next to each other in a line.

“OK, back to the Jeep,” Persius said. While we walked, he explained what he hoped the gravity guns would do.

“So like I was saying in the meeting, I think I’ve developed a special kind of bullet that will let us project the ability to manipulate a local gravity field and warp it for about half a second over a diameter of about ten centimeters, or at least that’s what I’m hoping for. I’ve packed a tiny version of the essential parts of the system the Valkyries use to, ah...well, it will be easier to just let you see it in action.”

I couldn’t immediately figure out the advantage of what Persius described. I asked, “So are we...trying to levitate the enemies, or something?”

Persius laughed. “No, the opposite. The tech in each projectile can focus gravity kind of like a lens focuses light, and it can temporarily make the effects of gravity about eighty times stronger than normal. Just imagine what would happen if one of them struck you on the side of the ribcage below your armpit.”

“Wouldn’t it pass through to my heart?”

“Nope. They’re soft nosed. They’re more sticky than piercing. If one of them hit you and it didn’t have the gravity shifting hardware inside, it would leave a bruise but not a wound.”

“OK.”

“So the bullet strikes you under the armpit, and then it briefly increases the pull of gravity on your shoulder by a factor of eighty. A shoulder can’t handle that. Your arm will come right off.”

“Oh!” I said. My left hand sought out my right shoulder as if my subconscious wanted reassurance that it was still there.

“What I need to figure out is whether we can reliably inflict enough damage with these to matter. I can’t pack enough hardware into a bullet to focus gravity over a wider area, or at least I haven’t figured out how to do that so far.”

Persius lowered the Jeep’s small tailgate and moved both canvas bags to it. He broke open the four guns to reveal cylinders with eight openings inside. “It turns out an old-fashioned configuration works best. The gravity bullets have to be a little bit separated or they’ll stop functioning, so I couldn’t make these work with a high capacity magazine.”

He loaded the guns and handed one to Margaret, one to me, and the last two to Alexis. I saw that she’d put on an old belt at some point that had a holster on either side. Alexis put a gun into each of them with a satisfied grin.

“Did you...handle firearms much before the Kinetic War?” I asked.

“Now and then,” Alexis said.

Persius herded us along and lined us up about forty yards from the tin men. He took a notebook and a pencil out of his pocket and said, “OK, just point and pull the trigger. Nothing to it. Jeffrey, why don’t you go ahead and go first.”

“Alright.” I hadn’t fired a gun in my life, and I felt self-conscious. I ended up spreading my feet unnecessarily wide, and I held the gun far out in front of myself with both hands.

I started to pull back on the trigger, and I found it much harder to move than I’d anticipated. I squeezed, flinched, squeezed harder, and bang! The gun kicked in my hands and made a terrific sound and I barely contained the urge to cry out. A half dozen birds chirped high pitched protests and scattered from the branches of the oak tree near the Jeep.

The dummy I’d been aiming at was unchanged. “What happened?” I asked.

“You missed,” Persius said. “Try again.”

I took a deep breath, aimed more carefully, and squeezed the trigger a second time. The bullet struck the dummy in the upper abdomen with a clang, and a portion of its chest came away with an ugly metallic shriek and revealed a bit of its hollow interior. The tin man remained standing, though.

“OK, that’s...better,” Persius said, although he didn’t sound overly pleased. He scribbled something in his notebook. “Margaret, you’re up.”

Margaret raised her weapon with more confidence, and she squeezed off three shots in succession. She missed with the first, but the second hit her dummy near a wrist and the third struck it just below the kneecap. The metal arm sheared off at the elbow with a groan and crumpled on the ground like a can that had been run over by a truck, and an instant later the dummy’s knee buckled and it pitched over to the side.

“Good.” Persius made more notes. When he finished, he said, “The Soviet droids carry a lot of weaponry in their arms, so taking out a forearm helps. And with the leg disabled, that one wouldn’t be mobile anymore, so even better. But most of the droids’ processors are in their heads and their upper backs, so we need to figure out a technique to get at those areas.” He turned to Alexis. “Show me what you’ve got, Primero.”

Alexis nodded. She squinted and rubbed her right thumb against her right fingertips, and her left thumb against her left fingertips.

I leaned away from Alexis a little bit. She looked dangerous.

Faster than I could really track, both guns cleared their holsters and came up leveled at the last two tin men and started to roar. I heard ten shots, but I had to access my memory of them and count them later. In the moment, they seemed like a single continuous but fragmented sound of destruction.

The last two dummies fell as gravity bullets struck and ripped legs from their bodies, and almost as soon as they began to pitch to their sides more gravity bullets struck them higher up. When those activated, they ripped away great chunks of torsos and heads to crash to the ground with insane downward force as the gravity pulling on them increased to a level that could have turned a human to strawberry jam.

Margaret and I stared at the remains of the dummies with our mouths open. Persius said, “Now that’s the kind of...” but more gunfire cut him off as Alexis fired her remaining six bullets at the dummy which was still standing. It buckled at both knees, started to pitch forward, and then its head ripped off from its torso and deformed into an unrecognizable shape before it hit the ground.

“Bad ass,” Alexis said. “I like these, Percy!”

Persius dropped his notebook. After he collected his thoughts for a moment, he asked, “Can everyone from the Republic shoot like that?”

Alexis shrugged. She gave the guns a half spin and brought them to a halt just before she stuffed the weapons back in the holsters on her belt.


Chapter 25

The next forty eight hours were insanely busy.

In the City, the fighting forces dropped any efforts to hide the advanced technology that most ordinary people had heard rumors of but never witnessed with their own eyes. The Constables and the Rangers assembled and drilled on the grounds around the castle with personal shields and gravity guns loaded with practice rounds that fired non-lethal projectiles.

At the House of the Valkyries, Alexis led her airborne special forces in a series of simulated raids on her own walls. About half of the ordinary citizens in the vicinity stood and stared and half fled in terror at the sight of the Valkyrie-200 hovering above the House at an altitude of twenty meters, dropping a series of ropes from its cargo bay, and expelling armed Sisters who slid to the ground in controlled falls that seemed smoother with each practice run.

King Harold was everywhere, and so was Queen Sarah, Princess Claire, and Prince Brian. The four royals sometimes addressed groups together, and sometimes separately, and they did their level best to explain the crisis and the plan and instill calm in the population.

I could tell that the people loved all four of them, and the most common question I heard asked of any of the royals was, “How can I help?”

I ended up making two trips up to my compound in old Canada. I went the first time to address the leaders of my largely disbanded army and order them to assemble as many fighters as they could locate by 4 o’clock. I also told them to prepare the people under their command to be transported in a Valkyrie starship.

The older soldiers who had accompanied me to Maryland had seen Valkyrie ships, but the only Nords who had ever been inside one of them had been murdered by the Red Tyrant’s droids. I had no doubt that my troops would march into the 198’s cargo hold when I returned, but I thought it best to give them a bit of time to get used to the idea.

I returned to the City at twilight. King Harold wanted all the leaders to reconvene in the castle to exchange updates on readiness and to refine our plans to penetrate and take control of the Tyrant’s hangar. We worked long into the night.

I spent much of the second day helping Jack and Persius retrieve and distribute useful items that the factories up near the badlands were turning out. Finished products were usually automatically loaded onto railcars and transported to the City by train, but that system was too slow for our needs, and we loaded boxes directly onto the Valkyrie-198.

The kinds of things the factories were making were sophisticated and took time to build: personal shields and explosives and antigrav belts and gravity guns and the ammunition that they fired.

“If we had a week I could fully equip our entire army,” Persius lamented. “But we’ll get a lot of people at least some kind of offensive or defensive upgrade.”

After we returned to the City and passed out the newly made items so that they could be incorporated into training exercises, Jack gave me a ride to pick up my own forces in Canada.

“What do you figure they’ll make of boarding a starship?” Jack asked me.

I wasn’t actually sure. Almost none of them had ridden in any conveyance more advanced that a wagon pulled along by horse or ox or mule. “They’ll load up, but whether they’ll find it exciting or terrifying, I can’t say.”

“Yeah. What kind of people are we getting?”

“Just the semi-professional soldiers. I’ve got a couple of hundred people who have agreed to be available for this kind of thing in return for a monthly allotment. Well, maybe not this exact kind of thing, but you know.”

“Yeah. So no farmers who haven’t been in a scrap before.”

“Well, most of them are farmers, but all of them have at least fought in skirmishes. It’s not easy to hold a region without being tested by bands of bandits and zealots and other assorted outsiders now and again.”

“I see. But they’re not all-in warriors like Alexis’ Sisters.”

I shook my head. “No one is as all-in as they are.”

We landed outside my compound, and I found my troops arranged in neat rows behind their Lieutenant. Most of them looked straight ahead and didn’t gawk at the 198, and that was to their credit. They held mismatched weapons – pikes and swords, dirks and daggers – but they had the hardened look of men and women you’d cross at your peril.

Greg and Gary were wearing formal clothing and stood apart from the soldiers near my compound’s gates. They had uncertain expressions, and seemed to be debating whether to approach me or stay put. In the end, they stayed put.

I led Jack over to the leader of the soldiers and said, “Lieutenant, you will obey this man’s instructions.”

“Yes, Lord Jeffrey,” he said.

To Jack, I said, “Get them situated on the ship. I need a moment with my High Gentlemen.”

“Right. If you’ll follow me,” Jack said to the Lieutenant.

I walked over to Greg and Gary. “Gentlemen,” I said.

They both gave me small bows. Greg asked, “Are we to accompany you on the ship, Lord?”

“No.” They both seemed surprised and relieved and a little bit hurt all at the same time. “I need you here. In the event that I become incapacitated,” Or dead, I thought to myself, “I need you to lead the Nords.”

The concept that I might be seriously harmed seemed to rattle them. “Do you...is that a possibility?” Gary asked.

“It is always a possibility in battle, Gary, although I will endeavor to keep myself in one piece.”

Greg asked, “If the need...should arise, how will we lead the people?”

“There is a document in the locked drawer in my desk – the combination is 23285. What is the combination?”

“23285,” the High Gentlemen said together.

“Good. The document is marked with my signature and seal and unambiguously declares that the two of you speak for me, and that I designate you to rule in my absence. That should be enough to get the people to fall in line, but...”

I drew a gravity gun from my belt that had been concealed behind my cloak, and I handed it to Gary. In truth, I shouldn’t have done that. The gun should have remained part of the arsenal we had available to attack the Red Tyrant, but a man does have to balance his interests.

“This is a special weapon, and it only allows you to fire eight times, so don’t use it unless you mean it,” I told my High Gentlemen. “Should you encounter anyone who is stubborn, and who refuses to accept your rule, and who attempts to supersede you, the gun will give you the ability to bring the person to a most spectacular and memorable end. But use it as a last resort, hmm?”

“Yes, Lord Jeffrey,” Greg and Gary said together.

I looked at them and smiled. They weren’t my sons, but all of my High Gentlemen have been like sons to some degree, and I felt affection for them. “Have you any questions for me?”

Greg asked, “But...how do we do it?”

“Do what?”

“Rule. If we need to. For a little while.”

“Well...keep the regular people safe from bullyboys, whether they’re other Nords or outlanders. And try to give them the ideas and the infrastructure they need to live better over time. And mediate their disputes. Otherwise, leave them alone.”

Gary asked, “What if we disagree? With each other?”

“If you disagree, then don’t make any changes and keep doing things the same way they’ve been done before. And if you agree on something new, then do it.”

Greg and Gary stared at me and tried and failed to formulate more specific questions. I looked over my shoulder and saw that my troops were mostly loaded into the 198’s cargo hold. I turned back and said, “Fear not, Gentlemen. It is a near certainty that I will return here in two or three days’ time, and that you’ll have no difficult decisions to make at all.”

Greg and Gary seemed less than reassured by my statement, but it was all I had for them. I gave each of them a firm handshake, thanked them for standing in for me, and returned to the Valkyrie. Within minutes, we rose up and began our flight to the City.

The next day and a half were almost entirely filled with integrating my soldiers into our force and overseeing training with the shields and advanced weapons we’d been allotted and attending strategy sessions with King Harold and the other leaders. I caught a quick nap twice; otherwise, I was on the move.

But as busy and hectic as that time was, it was only a gentle warm up compared to what was to come.

In my experience, there is simply nothing that replicates the levels of stress and effort and chaos and danger that come with engaging in a pitched battle against a well-equipped and deadly opponent.


Chapter 26

I have fought many men individually or in small groups, and the memories of those engagements are razor sharp and etched in my mind so deeply that I imagine I’ll still recall their details if I live to be 5000 years old.

I remember that Tommy, the seventh grade bully who I sucker punched by the Coke machine, had two pimples above his eyebrow and breath that smelled of cherry licorice for an instant before my fist, wrapped around a roll of nickels, connected with his chin.

I remember the seven men in Dr. Terry’s house who I stabbed one by one as they menaced the girl they’d compelled to come with them. Although it happened more than six hundred years ago, I could draw an accurate rendering of where they stood and what they wore and how they fell and sprawled and died without difficulty.

But war. That’s something different.

When a sufficient number of people charge and engage and fight, I hardly remember anything. My recollections are choppy, and incomplete, and seem to jump ahead in time at irregular intervals. In full scale battles, my memories are like very short clips of footage or like photographs in a scrap book much more than they resemble complete archival video.

The things I can recall from the beginning of the evening when we stormed the Red Tyrant’s hangar in Montana are these:

Margaret standing before me with two longswords held behind her back in crossed scabbards, holding both of my hands in hers and earnestly wishing me and my troops good fortune in the battle...

Alexis in full Valkyrie battle gear with the black half of my cape draped around her shoulders, standing tall and commanding the sisters in her special forces to board the 200 with the authority and aspect and demeanor of an invincible warrior out of legend...

My Nords crawling on their bellies to within five hundred yards of the energy dome and the east side of the hangar while King Harold leads his Constables on a similar crawl from the northeast and Rho, Alexis’ second in command, leads most of the Valkyrie sisters from the north...

The angular shape of the Valkyrie-200 crossing the moon and two dozen thin lines appearing from its cargo hold and falling to the ground near the hangar and the forms of women descending down them in shockingly rapid falls...

Four of our own side’s mechanical avatars under Persius’ control rising and jogging towards the enemy base ahead of our assembled forces...

The sound of the automated pillboxes detecting the jogging avatars and rising from the earth in a series of mechanical whines and spinning up and preparing to fire...

The sounds of the guns in one of the pillboxes crumpling as a handful of gravity bullets thrown in by a soldier in the airborne special forces activated and warped it and bent it and made it worthless as a deterrent, and then the sounds of another nest of guns crumpling, and another, and another...

Alexis’ voice, unmistakable, shouting, “Clear!!” and King Harold’s voice, just as unmistakable, bellowing, “Attack!!” and Rho’s, “Forward!!” and my own, “Now!!” and the sounds of ruined heavy guns in their pillboxes trying and failing to fire...

Running and shouting and running and screaming and running and bloodlust as our army charged from three directions to 400 yards from the dome, 300 yards, 200, 100...

The feeling of gooseflesh and the smell of ozone as we passed through the barrier and the sight of the first of the Tyrant’s droids with glowing red eyes emerging from one of the hangar’s four doors and taking aim at us and being joined by a second and then a third and then a fourth...

The first of the men screaming and falling and the first of the droids crumpling to the ground and more droids emerging and firearms roaring and the smells of gunpowder and blood and burning metal filling the air...

Our advance slowing and stopping as two droids emerged from the doors for every one that fell and formed a semicircle around each opening into the base that seemed impenetrable...

Alexis’ voice again, somehow rising above the battle and warning, “Fire in the hole!!” and an explosion and a shock wave that felt like the wind of death and a great and jagged hole forming in the side of the hangar and Valkyrie sisters pouring through the new opening with gravity guns raised and swords drawn and no fear, no fear, no fear...

Hallways filled with bangs from guns and pings from lethal projectiles striking walls and personal shields and meaty thuds and desperate squeals caused by some of the shots finding flesh and one of the Nordish women falling and screaming as her leg bled and bled and bled...

Dragging my injured soldier to a side corridor and looping my belt around her leg above her wound and cinching it tight and looking upon her young face and feeling love for her and thinking that if I’d ever had a daughter she might look like this and activating my cloak and removing it from my shoulders and placing it over her like a blanket and commanding her, “Stay motionless until the battle moves elsewhere! You are entirely concealed here!” and rushing back to the main hallway...

Drawing my gravity gun and forcing myself to the front and standing uncloaked and unshielded and firing and firing and felling one Soviet droid and a second and a third and feeling my eyes bug out and my field of vision sharpen and shouting “I AM COMING FOR YOU TYRANT!!!” as the last of my reason slipped its moorings and drifted away...

Advancing and firing and reloading and advancing again and taking ground inch by inch and then foot by foot and then yard by yard...

More explosions in the distance and a clinical cycle of firing eight shots and dropping behind the others and reloading and advancing to the front again and Nords falling all around me and droids falling up ahead and time standing still and the feeling that I had always been in a gunfight with mechanical men and that I always would be...

My random thought of my best friend in elementary school and my nonsensical shouted exclamation, “If you’ve still got that firecracker in your pencil box, today’s the day, Herbie! TODAY’S THE DAY!!!” and my cackling laughter drown out by the sounds of weapons firing ahead and behind and all around.


Chapter 27

We encountered a large concentration of droids, and we fell back. We retreated down a corridor, around a corner, and down another passageway. We didn’t give ground continuously, but we often shuffled backwards in half strides.

During our retreat my mind seemed to come back online, and my thoughts became more linear and seemed more sane. I had become accustomed to the combat enough to analyze it, I supposed.

I came to segregate different rates of gunfire into categories. Our gravity guns didn’t have an automatic mode, and so I associated single shots with our side and rapid fire shots with the enemy. The former sound gave me hope and the latter instilled fear.

There were many casualties on both sides as our part of the fight entered a period of stalemate. It became an ugly battle of attrition with a series of nasty but non critical injuries to members of each army as both sides tried to stay behind walls and shields as much as possible. A droid would lose a hand or a shoulder or half a face, and a human would cry out before a red stain appeared and spread on a thigh or forearm or abdomen, but most combatants stayed in the battle.

I ran out of ammunition again, and when I fell back around the next corner I spent a few moments reloading my gravity gun with the last eight rounds I carried in the bag on my belt. I hoped the others weren’t similarly low on ammunition, but I feared that they were.

When I closed up my weapon, a familiar item on a wall caught my attention. It was a panel with a funny little hexagonal orange wheel in the middle of it. I had noticed it when Margaret and I infiltrated the base three days before.

My eyes moved rapidly in their sockets, and I tried to remember the path we’d taken. I looked up the corridor, and I could picture the route that led to the yellow stairs up to the catwalk above the central chamber. I wondered if I could get back up there, and if so, whether I could fire accurately enough to hit the workstation down on the factory floor. I didn’t know what it controlled specifically, but destroying it seemed like the kind of thing that would help our side.

Getting to the opposite end of the corridor required me to cross the hallway that was filled with attacking droids for a moment. “I need cover,” I shouted to three Nords who were immediately around me.

They looked at one another for a moment, and then the oldest of the three grimaced and shouted, “COVERING FIRE!!” He and the other two Nords threw themselves back into the corridor where the main battle raged and began to fire. They were joined by others, and for a brief moment our weapons fired more shots than those of our opponents.

I wasted no time. I sprinted across the mouth of the deadly perpendicular corridor and continued down my own. When I reached the end of it, I turned left, made an almost immediate right, and then another, and I saw the base of the yellow staircase up ahead.

I continued running, and when I reached the metal stairs I took them two at a time.

I got to the top, and I peered cautiously over the railing and down to the factory floor below. It had filled up. The right half of the space was completely filled with tanks, and only about half of the near left quadrant was empty of them.

It looked like all of the droids that had been assembling tanks were active participants in the facility’s defense; none were down below.

I spotted the control panel along the lefthand wall twenty feet below my position, and I walked with soft steps along the catwalk towards it. I couldn’t quite manage to move silently, but my steps were soft clangs on the metal lattice at my feet.

The catwalk came to a dead end up ahead, and I stopped short of it and drew my weapon. I placed the end of its barrel on the top bar of the yellow railing and took steady aim at the base of the console down below and tried to slow my breathing and steady my hand. I moved my finger inside the trigger guard and muttered, “Here goes nothing,” and began to apply slow but steady pressure to the trigger.

Clang!

I was confused at first by the sound. I didn’t think I’d fired my gun, but the noise...

Clang!

I could tell with certainty that the second sound came from behind me and not from down below. I turned and looked over my shoulder, and I saw a large man carrying a sword approaching me from the direction of the yellow staircase. He was old but not elderly, and his grin was full of menace. He began to advance on me with heavy footsteps.

I had no escape.

When he had closed half the distance between us, the man said, in Russian, “Today is a good day to die, yes?”

I recognized the voice. It was that of the older man Margaret and I had overheard during our first trip to the base.

I replied to him in Russian. “I agree it is a good day, but it is you who will die, Marshall.”

His eyes went wide in surprise, whether at the fact I spoke his language or that I called him by his correct title I’m not sure. He stopped his advance and pointed at me with his sword. “Who are you?”

I stood tall and leveled my gravity gun at the center of his chest. I answered his question, and when I did I enunciated each word slowly and deliberately. “My name...is...Lord...Jeffrey.” I squeezed the trigger and the gun kicked in my hand.

In a blur, the man’s sword darted up on a diagonal and twisted a quarter turn and caught my projectile on its edge and split it into two fragments that whizzed by the Marshall’s shoulders with inches to spare. The uninjured man screamed, “Yaahh!!” in triumph.

Oh dear God, he’s got one of those, I thought.

The other man on the catwalk had an intellisword.

I’d only seen one of them in person before. John Abernathy – Good King John, to the people of the Realm – had carried one that he called Liberator.

They were expensive pre-Kinetic War toys. Serious gamers sometimes had them, as did some of the people who liked to geek out over all things medieval and put on period costume and go to Renaissance Fairs on the weekend.

The swords were fully automated, and they turned anyone who wielded them into a master swordsman with limitless strength and endurance and a perfect knowledge of technique.

They started out as blunt-edged things that were programmed such that they couldn’t strike living things. Enthusiasts used them to put on exhibitions, and actors used them to up the realism in their productions.

But then someone wanted to modify one of them to make it an actual weapon, and in the very final meaningful legal victory for anyone over President Jones’ government, the Supreme Court ruled 5-4 that the Constitution gave the plaintiff a right to modify his intellisword to make it a deadly means of defense.

Three of the Justices in the majority got an itch to cash in their pensions within the next few months after the decision, retired, and disappeared from the public eye.

At the Battle of the Founding, John Abernathy carried a modified intellisword with a deadly edge and no restraints on cutting flesh, and he used it to good advantage. Whenever he closed to within striking distance of my soldiers, he mowed them down in a blur of steel that reminded me of scenes in the ancient John Wick movies that Grammy Lo wouldn’t let me watch until I was in high school.

Abernathy was irresistible force personified that day, and he won himself a kingdom.

The Russians had apparently copied the tech at some point, and for the second time in my life I faced a modified intellisword. And this time, I didn’t have an army between the blade and myself or an opponent who seemed at all likely to accept a surrender.

The Marshall raised one finger on the hand that didn’t hold the sword. He shook it back and forth while he made tsking sounds, and he started to move towards me.

I changed the angle of my gravity gun and aimed at his knees and fired again, and the intellisword swooped downward and at almost the same instant I heard: Humm! Ping!! as the blade cut the air and then intercepted my second shot.

I began to retreat, even though the only place available was the space between myself and the end of the catwalk. As I shuffled backwards, I took a new look over the railing and hoped I had somehow misestimated how far it was to the concrete floor below, but I hadn’t. It was twenty feet down if it was an inch, and I was well and truly hemmed in.

The Marshall took his time advancing on me.

I had six rounds left, and even though I expected little from them, I fired a pair of shots as fast as I could squeeze them off. The sword jumped to life and pulled the Marshall’s hand along for the ride and darted left and then right. Humm! Ping!! Humm! Ping!!

My attacker grinned and increased his pace. I retreated several more steps and then felt my hip hit the railing behind me and I could go no further.

The Marshall came to a stop five paces away. He pursed his lips, moved his sword to an upright position, and said, “I am a fair man. You have ten seconds to savor being alive and to make peace with your situation. One.”

I didn’t have any thoughts at all at first.

“Two.”

I wondered if a Constable or one of the Valkyrie sisters or one of my own soldiers might emerge from the stairs and lend assistance.

“Three.”

I eyed the floor below yet again and calculated my chances of surviving the fall and assessed that, as preposterous as it seemed, jumping was probably my best bet.

“Four.”

I thought of Abby.

“Five.”

I thought of the High Gentlemen past and present who had shown me nothing but loyalty through the long centuries.

“Six.”

I thought of Jack and Alexis and Margaret and the interesting people of the Realm.

“Seven.”

I looked at my gravity gun and decided that before I jumped I might as well try to hit the Marshall with one of the last four shots available to me.

“Eight.”

I wondered how I could possibly get one of the shots past the awful automated sword and score a disabling hit on my attacker.

“Nine.”

In a flash, I saw that I didn’t need to hit my attacker at all.

“Ten.”

I aimed my weapon low and fired off all four of my shots at the catwalk beyond the reach of the intellisword and placed a round on four sides of the Marshall: southeast, northeast, northwest, southwest.

The Marshall had a moment to register puzzlement on his face, and then there was a bizarre quadruple gronking sound as the four projectiles activated in rapid succession. They warped the catwalk in four places and destroyed the metal lattice in the immediate vicinity of each and damaged the lattice around the four locations until the entire area couldn’t bear the weight of a 200 pound man. Metal stretched and shrieked and gave way and collapsed and an entire section of the catwalk shaped somewhat like a trapezoid and with the Marshall in the center gave way and fell and took my adversary down with it.

A moment later, I heard a sickening noise down below that was half a deep, ringing metallic clatter and half the dull sound of a large watermelon rolling from a person’s fumbling hands and breaking open on a sidewalk.

I dropped my gun and fell to my knees and peered down through the open lattice of my part of the catwalk. The Marshall’s form down below was grotesque and deformed; one leg had a knee where men don’t have knees, and one arm had an elbow where men don’t have elbows. The head was nearly on backwards.

I looked away from the awful sight and began to hyperventilate, but only for a moment. I discovered then that there is a cure for hyperventilating. It is to see something so surprising that it takes your breath away.

From my position on the ground, I looked down the damaged catwalk that featured a new gap ten feet from my position. I saw a straight line across the opening that I couldn’t identify for a moment, but which I soon knew to be the intellisword. The last two inches of its grip rested on the edge of the left half of the lattice that had not fallen, the last two inches of its blade rested on the right half of the remaining lattice, and the rest of it formed a small bridge of sorts across the new chasm.

I stared at the weapon that I had fully expected to skewer me only seconds before, and I wondered what would happen if I tried to pick it up.


Chapter 28

I worried that the sword would come to life and make an end of me, but it lay still until I took hold of it. I was careful not to drop it through the hole in the lattice, even when I noticed the uncomfortable fact that the grip was still warm from a dead man’s hand.

The blade was heavy, but not overly so. I examined it, and I saw that just above the hilt there was a small knob set into a slot shaped like a smile, or perhaps a banana. Cyrillic letters at opposite ends of the slot read “Full Attack” and “Full Defend”. The little knob was set close to Full Defend, but I found that I could move it with my thumb and slide it easily.

I heard a noise down below, and through the trapezoid shaped gap in the catwalk, I saw the Red Tyrant.

He was crouched over the body of his fallen comrade, and he looked up, spotted me, and gave me a grim smile. “This is the second time I’ve been surprised inside one of my own strongholds,” the Red Tyrant said in English. “You capitalist pigs have done better than I would have thought possible, but your attack will be of no consequence.”

“We’ll see about that,” I called down. I would have traded all the wealth in my possession for an elevator, or even for a rope with a hook on the end of it, but there was nothing like that up on the catwalk.

The Tyrant swished his hand at me as if he were waving at a fly. He began to walk to the main workstation along the lefthand wall and said, “I’m activating my tanks, now. They’ll be at your capital in a day and a half.” When he got out from beneath the catwalk I could see that he carried a sword, and I assumed it was the same type that I held in my hand.

He continued taunting me as he walked. “I believe you people call it ‘the City’? What a stupid name. When I rebuild it, I think I’ll call it Mikhailburg. Or possibly New Moscow. I haven’t really decided.” He sat in a chair at the workstation and propped his sword against a wall nearby. I started to hear the rapid clicks of keys being depressed.

I saw motion in the corner of my eye along the wall below that was opposite the one where the Tyrant worked.

It was Margaret. How she had come to reach the factory floor I couldn’t guess. I thought to call out and warn her that she was not alone down there, but she saw the Tyrant, and she stared at him with such a calm expression...she seemed to have the situation where she wanted it, and I stayed silent.

While Chairman Fedorov clicked and clacked, Margaret walked with silent grace and with the smooth, even movements of a predator. I held my breath and kept absolutely still. I fully expected her to cross the room and assassinate our adversary from behind, but instead, she stopped when she reached the center of the empty space in the lower left quadrant of the floor.

“Move your hands away from the keyboard,” she said in a clear voice. “Your game is over.”

Chairman Fedorov fumbled for his sword and spun in his chair, and his movements were as clumsy as Margaret’s were elegant. When he spotted her, he paused for a moment, and then he began to laugh. “I am not sure how you managed to enter this space, but you should go somewhere and rest before you get hurt, Mother.”

Margaret raised her chin and frowned and said, “I know. It’s the white hair. But I’m not your mother. I make my living standing on my feet, and not laying upon my back.”

Even from my crow’s nest vantage point, I could see the Tyrant’s face begin to color. “I do not usually fight women,” he said, “but I am considering making an exception.”

Margaret nodded and said, “What did she charge your father? A rouble and a half, maybe?”

I heard the hum of the Tyrant’s intellisword being activated. “You will die now,” he said as he stood.

Margaret reached each hand behind the opposite shoulder and took a firm hold of the hilts of the swords she carried upon her back. The sounds of two steel blades clearing their scabbards rang out and created a stereo effect as they echoed in the large space at the center of the hangar.

She moved the blades slowly and deliberately. For a brief moment, they formed a shining X above her head, and then they described arcs on either side of Margaret that might have been tracings of a pair of angel’s wings before she brought the swords to rest below her hips.

“Let’s dance,” she said.

Chairman Fedorov began to quick-step towards Margaret, and I wanted to scream and tell her that I had another intellisword and drop it down to her, but I knew that would only be a distraction. I gripped the top bar of the yellow railing and squeezed it and lamented that I could see no way to be anything more than a spectator.

Down below, Margaret positioned her right foot behind her left and waited.

When he was about two paces away, the Tyrant’s sword started to drag him along. It seemed like a large dog straining at the end of a leash and challenging its master’s ability to stay in control. Quicker than quick, the automated blade dipped, flared out to one side, and came up and around in a decapitating trajectory.

Margaret’s swords were back in an X faster than I could track them. She caught the intellisword between them – CLANG! – grunted, and threw it back.

Chairman Fedorov’s sword hummed and immediately reoriented itself and jabbed forward at Margaret’s abdomen, but she met it with her left sword and turned it aside just enough to make it sail by and only pierce the air next to her hip.

After that, the blows and movements and counterstrikes happened faster than I could keep track of, and I formed only impressions.

Margaret, it seemed, had the ability to divide her mind into units that could make parts of her body operate independently and optimize her total self for combat.

Her feet glided and stepped and slid and pivoted in ways that always placed her in the right position, even if their movements didn’t seem ideal for maintaining speed or traction or balance. At the same time, her hands moved with superhuman speed and her core muscles contracted and released in shifting and complicated combinations and delivered strength to block or strike, advance or retreat.

The cries of metal striking metal weren’t as evenly spaced as the sounds of a machine gun on full automatic spitting out rounds, but they were nearly as rapid, and I could do no more than roughly estimate the number of times Margaret’s skill saved her own life or nearly broke through the Tyrant’s defenses.

She was sublime. She was the distilled essence of agility, and power, and speed, and grace. I had never seen a physical or mental display that came half so close to demonstrating the maximum that a human being is capable of.

Before the Kinetic War, sports commentators would sometimes declare that they were in the presence of greatness because they had seen a tall man, who faced no deadly threat to his person at all, manage to toss a ball through a hoop from twenty feet away.

But I actually was in the presence of greatness as I stood on the catwalk. I watched a woman engaged in mortal combat against a weapon infused with extraordinary technology stand tall and meet each shifting tactic with perfect skill.

Clangclang CLANG!Clangclang clang CLANGGG!!clangCLANG!

And it wasn’t going to be enough.

The Tyrant’s sword slipped past her defenses on its thirtieth or fortieth or fiftieth attack enough to bite into Margaret’s shoulder and draw blood.

She was tiring, and the intellisword she battled never would.

And I saw how it had to be.

I took a firm grip on the yellow railing with one hand and on my intellisword with the other, crouched, and leapt over the top. I seemed to hang in midair for a heartbeat, and then I started to fall.

I didn’t have time to be afraid. When you spend a lifetime standing upon things, and you suddenly find yourself unable to stand on anything at all, the feeling is so surprising that it displaces everything else for a short time.

The next thing I knew, I was crumpling to the ground in an alarming and jarring and too heavy jumble of limbs and a sword that by pure luck didn’t run me through.

I could tell right away that my left ankle would never work correctly again without expert attention from a medical AI. It bent in a way that ankles shouldn’t bend, and I felt like my left leg ended in a zone of excruciating granular pain and not in a foot. I cried out, and when the volume of my reaction to the impact diminished, the clang of swords caught my attention once again, louder than before and much closer to hand.

I’d dropped the sword in the fall, and I looked about and located it and snatched it up. The world swam about unsteadily, and I supposed that the acute agony in my ankle was temporarily stealing away attention from the fact I’d hit my head hard.

I groaned and rose to my hands and knees and then just my knees and then I swayed wildly and managed to get myself fully upright and balanced on the leg with the uninjured ankle. I drew in great gulps of air and mused that every boxing referee, even the crooked ones, would stop a match if they administered a standing eight count to a fighter in my condition.

I looked down at the sword and the sliding toggle at the top of the hilt. Everything was doubled. There appeared to be two knobs and two slots, and I ran what appeared to be two right thumbs near to them.

I looked up at the sound of a tremendous crash, and I saw Margaret back on her heels but blocking successfully. She was still defending. I decided she needed help attacking.

I moved the toggle all the way to Full Attack. I braced myself and wondered how long it would take me to hop to Margaret’s side.

A small synthetic voice emerged from the intellisword and asked in Russian, “Full attack, no defense, confirm?”

I barked a reply to it in Russian – “CONFIRM!!” – and the sword immediately jumped in my hand and lunged forward and I could only hold on for dear life. There was no opportunity for hopping; it was pulling much too hard for that. I took long strides on my good ankle and tiny nauseating stutter steps on my ruined ankle and came along for the ride as the weapon calculated and recalculated the most efficient path to its target from instant to instant.

I came at the Red Tyrant from his side, and neither he nor his sword seemed to pay any attention to me.

My sword dragged me forward until there were four more devastating steps three more two more one more and the Tyrant turned to face me and bared all his teeth and I stood toe to toe with the man who had taken my fiancée my country my peace my career my normal life my ability to be a good person and I held my sword tight and added my strength to it and slipped an inch inside his defenses and thrust the point into his stomach and up and up and up through his bowels his organs his heart and I saw fear in his eyes and pain and terror and I had a brief instant of transcendence.

And then I felt the slice.

After it failed to block my thrust, the Tyrant’s intellisword changed angles and took a direct path to my own heart. Three feet of steel slid violently between my ribs, and two feet of steel emerged from my back, and I knew right away that I had been cut in a way that you must not be cut. I opened my mouth to scream, but the only thing to emerge was blood so dark that it was nearly black.

Then there were sounds all around me, but they were only in the background. I heard Margaret scream my name and an explosion and the sound of a metal door buckling and footsteps and instructions shouted in English by many, but 99% of my attention was elsewhere.

With every bit of strength and focus and desperate attention I could muster, I SQUEEZED in a worthless attempt to hold my severed heart together until something could be done, even though I knew that nothing could be done.

It was funny, sensing that the game was up. I had fought to survive for such a long time, for many times longer than anyone could have expected to live before EXTs. I felt regret at my imminent demise, but I also felt a measure of relief that my long struggle was over.

I felt several hands guide me onto my side, and I felt a pair of hands smoothing my hair. Those were Margaret’s. Her face was near to my own and she was weeping and saying my name over and over again.

I wanted to tell her it was OK, and that it was worth it, and that she was worth it, but all I could get out was a quiet gagging sound.

I noticed a rapid twitchiness in my chest that hadn’t been there before, and I wondered if it might be close to what a hummingbird feels as it flies around on blurred wings from one flower to the next.

I closed my eyes to rest them for a moment, and I heard a new voice that I hadn’t heard in a very long time.

“It’s almost seven o’clock, Little Jeffy,” Grammy Lo said. “We’re watching Ben-Hur tonight, so step to it and brush your teeth now and be ready in three minutes.”

I liked Ben-Hur. That was the one where they raced the big chariots around and around.

I pictured my little toothbrush. It would be standing up in the cup that was on the countertop by the sink in my bathroom.

I was a little bit concerned because I couldn’t remember how to get there. I knew the bathroom was at the end of a short hallway, which was...

Then I remembered where the hallway was, but not exactly how to...

If Grammy Lo would just remind...

Things were receding...

I was...

I just...

I...

...

...

..

..

.

.

Can you hang out for awhile and watch a movie? // Carnegie. Rockefeller. Morgan. Vanderbilt. // You seem like our kind of guy. // I’ll call you tonight. // K. Love you. // Unprovoked attack. // You’ll have to ask Mr. Crawford about that. // Bless you, Jeff. // I name you the first of my High Gentlemen. // Lorelai, have we any particular treaty with the ants? // Bain. So nice to see you. How have you been? // Let’s go start a war. // The Treaty doesn’t really work for us anymore, you know? // Please say the cloak. // It is a far, far better rest that I go to, than I have ever known. How does that sound? // I want a 5000 year supply of EXTs. // No, that’s not how the numbering works on underground elevators. // Take good care of Boris. // I would say that I don’t trust you further than I can throw you, but I can throw you a long way. // Do you forgive me? // Why would a frog date a pig? // Don’t look in the rearview mirror too often. // I’m going to activate my tanks now. // Jeffrey, Jeffrey, Jeffrey.

.....

.....

....

....

...

...

I’m so cold, Grammy.

...

...

..

..

.

.

*


Chapter 29

Interlude: Ilya

Ilya followed the entire sequence on a bank of screens in a security room elsewhere in the base. She had been tasked with coordinating the droids and directing them towards the attackers, and she saw the American woman who carried a pair of swords crossed on her back enter the hangar’s main room and approach her husband. She heard the woman’s taunts, and although Ilya spoke little English, she did recognize the words “mother” and “rouble”, and she could guess well enough what had been said.

She watched Nikolai Mikhailovich take the bait, but felt little concern at first. She fully expected his intellisword to cut the American woman to shreds, and she regretted only that the launch of the offensive was being delayed.

When the swordplay commenced, Ilya felt a unique blend of rage at the enemy who was engaging her husband and wonder that a woman of perhaps forty five or fifty years old could wield a pair of blades with such skill and controlled ferocity. As the battle stretched out, Ilya began to wonder if she should be worried after all.

She saw a thin man enter the scene by throwing himself from a catwalk and snapping the tibia and fibula in his left leg in his hard fall to the concrete floor. She saw the man rise awkwardly to one leg, and when she saw his sword start to pull him along, she knew.

He had the other intellisword.

She reached for the microphone that she could thumb and use to send a shouted warning over the intercom system in the hangar. She actually had enough time to help Chairman Fedorov, but she was clumsy. Her fingers snatched at the device awkwardly and tipped it upon its side. It rolled for a revolution and a half before it came to a stop, and by that time it was too late.

Ilya could only scream at the screens and watch as the thin man lurched forward and closed the distance to her husband and ran him through without turning aside or slowing or giving him a chance to surrender.

“NO!!!!!” Ilya shrieked as she watched Chairman Fedorov begin to fall, and she took no comfort that his own sword pierced the thin man’s chest to the hilt.

But she had no time to mourn. She heard an explosion both through the microphones around the hangar that were connected to her system and through the walls. A second followed on the heels of the first, and on a screen the Americans began pouring through a damaged door to the main hangar and surrounding their fallen man.

She heard footsteps in the corridor outside her own room and heard women shouting to one another and beating upon her secure door before retreating back the way they had come.

Ilya’s fingers began to fly across the keyboard at her workstation, and the primary display changed from images to a table. Her eyes scanned the key row of numbers which showed how many of the special droids with orange eyes were still operational. Quad One still had two of them. Quad Three had a single orange eyed droid. Quads Two and Four had none.

Ilya highlighted the entire row and issued a command: “To me!”

She highlighted the other rows on her screen, and a counter at the bottom reported that there were 55 normal droids that remained functional. She issued a new command for them to fall back and form a defensive perimeter around the room she occupied.

On most screens, droids moved quickly in new directions, and Americans armed with projectile weapons that somehow caused droids to crumple pursued them.

The counter at the bottom of the data screen changed to 54, and an instant later to 53 and then to 52.

Ilya stood and jogged over to a storage locker at the back of the security room. She opened it and retrieved an old but well made bag that she had hidden inside. She spoke quietly to herself, and when she did, she imitated the voice of her long deceased grandmother. “You must never in your life, Ilya – Never! – fail to have an Exit Satchel ready.”

The concept of the Exit Satchel had gained traction among the survivors of the Kinetic War in the CSSR, and they had made sure to pass down their advice to their descendants. Even six centuries later, most parents and grandparents warned children to have an easy to carry bag that was thoughtfully packed with items which would allow one to be entirely self sufficient for a time. “You never know when you may need to flee and rely upon yourself for an extended period,” they generally said.

Ilya threw the satchel over her shoulder and waited. She wondered if the orange eyed droids or the Americans would reach her first.

It turned out to be the special droids. Ilya heard a double beep that indicated the door to her room had been unlocked by an authorized user, and when it opened, three mechanical men with bright orange circles that suggested eyes upon their faces waited for her to command them.

She ran to the droids and joined them in the corridor. Ilya spoke with urgency, but she still took the time to enunciate each word so that there would be no mistakes. “Evacuate me, maximum speed, high risk profile acceptable, destination twenty kilometers from current location, direction north or west, execute.”

Cylinders emerged from the backs of the three droids, and Ilya could hear the sound of combustibles moving from one chamber to another within each of the new protrusions.

“Down there!!” she heard a man shout from the end of the hallway. She turned in time to see a muzzle flash, and an instant later she heard a ping from the back of one of the droids that surrounded her. She then heard a strange two toned hum, and the cylinder on the back of the droid that had been struck crumpled. The droid’s orange eyes blanked, and it fell backwards and lay still.

The remaining orange eyed droids each snaked an arm under one of Ilya’s shoulders and around her back and she heard the sound of gasses igniting. Flames shot from the bottom of the cylinders on the droids’ backs and she and they left the ground and accelerated hard towards the open end of the corridor.

Ilya’s head felt so heavy that she feared it might tear from her neck, and the strap on her satchel dug into her shoulder so deeply that she thought it might amputate her arm.

The droids took a sharp left around a corner that exerted an even higher level of g forces on Ilya, and her field of vision narrowed and black spots emerged and multiplied and pulsed and danced in her peripheral vision.

The new hallway was about forty meters long, and it gave access to three banks of hardware the factory had manufactured which generated the energy needed to maintain the bubble.

The hallway dead ended into a metal wall, and the droids leaned forward and accelerated even harder. “Nyet, nyet, nyet, nyet,” Ilya cried as she tensed her core muscles and closed her eyes and braced for a collision.

She heard the loud sound of energy discharging from either side of her and the loud gronk of metal being ripped apart and opened her eyes just in time to watch as the droids flew her through a jagged and ragged and gaping hole in the end of the wall that glowed orange at its edges.

It was an exterior wall, and as soon as they passed through it and into the outside air, the droids oriented themselves upward and began to gain altitude.

Ilya could see the dome shimmering ahead of them, and she thought that Nikolai Mikhailovich had told her that fast moving things could leave the dome but not enter the dome, but she couldn’t remember for certain.

When she and the droids that carried her arrived at the force shield a few seconds later, they passed through without any difficulty, and there was no more to mark their transit than Ilya’s feeling that her flesh might have broken out in goose-pimples.

The droids made a bee line for a rise off in the distance. The wind battered Ilya’s face and seemed intent to tear the air from her lungs, but she remained conscious for the duration of her three minute flight.

When they reached the back slope of the rise, the droids slowed, slowed, and set Ilya gently on the ground and released their hold on her.

Her legs were rubbery and she wondered if she would fall over, but she did not. She lowered herself into a crouch and walked slowly up the hill until she could just peek over the crest of it and view the base in the valley below. It looked small from twenty kilometers away.

Ilya got flat on her stomach and crawled forward on her elbows until she got the same view from down at ground level. She had no desire to be spotted by whatever the Americans might have to survey their surroundings.

“Oh, Husband,” she said. Ilya finally had time to assess her great loss. She wept, and moaned, and slapped at the grass, and closed her eyes and wept some more.

After a few minutes, Ilya was startled by light so intense that she could see it as a flash of white behind her eyelids. She grunted softly and touched her face and wondered if she might be having a stroke. When she opened her eyes a moment later, she could see the beginnings of a mushroom cloud forming in the valley where the base had been.

What had happened was this:

A squad of Valkyrie sisters located the Bubble Maker at about the same time Ilya left the base. They set explosive charges, destroyed the equipment, and brought the dome down. Within seconds, the Valkyrie-200 streaked to the hangar, used its lasers to blast the top away, and landed in the great space that contained the tanks.

Floyd, the 200’s command AI, opened the ship’s cargo bay door and airlock door, and over the next few minutes, all of the survivors in the attacking forces were aboard and accounted for.

The 200 left the hangar the way it had entered, accelerated, and streaked to a distance of ten kilometers. It then executed a 180 degree turn, and on Alexis’ command, the tactical AI calculated a targeting solution and launched one of the ship’s nuclear weapons at the unshielded base.

When the missile reached a spot directly above the hangar, the nonsentient AI in its interior ordered the detonation of onboard explosives that forced a precise and symmetrical compression of a baseball-sized sphere of enriched uranium in the missile’s nosecone.

Most of the fat-as-a-billionaire’s-wallet uranium nuclei didn’t do very well when they were hit from all angles with subatomic particles that, in their world, counted as shrapnel. Many of them split apart into new nuclei of lighter elements, released energy, and sent more shrapnel into the melee.

None of the individual atoms released enough energy to cause any trouble, but there were a lot of them. And so, ka-boom, as they say, and the tanks and the factory and the surrounding countryside were no more.

Acting by instinct, Ilya crawled back on her hands and knees and put more of the hill between herself and the valley. She had retreated perhaps thirty meters when an awful hot wind whistled overhead and made a horrid and almost vibrating sound that surrounded her and seemed to threaten to erase everything in reality as it passed.

Ilya rose to a crouch and shuffled to the pair of droids. They hadn’t moved since they released her, and when she got to them, she began to issue a new series of orders.

“New escape plan, baseline velocity, baseline risk profile, destination...”

Ilya trailed off when she saw that the faces of the droids no longer featured orange eyes. They were blank.

She tried every method she could think of to reboot them, but without success. Eventually, she pushed one of them over in a rage.

When she had calmed down, she opened her Exit Satchel. She took out one of the bottles of water she carried inside, unscrewed the top, and drank a third of it.

Then she sat on the ground and located the folder with Marshall Turgenev’s maps. She unfolded the one she wanted, and she located the settlement in the far north of the old American state of California that Nikolai Mikhailovich had believed possessed an electrical grid.

She took note of the settlement’s position, and of the names of the people who lived there and their leader that her husband had scribbled in the map’s left margin. It was a long way off, but Ilya had supplies and a new pair of boots. She thought she could walk there in six weeks or so. Eight at the most.

She put the maps and the bottle of water back in her satchel. She closed the latches and threw the bag over her shoulder.

She looked in the direction of the destroyed base, but she didn’t walk up the hill to get a view of where it had been. Instead, she called out, “I will avenge you, Husband!!” before locating the setting sun in the western sky.

Ilya took a deep breath, and she set off to see if she could find the people who called themselves the Quakes, and their leader, a man who called himself Bain.


Chapter 30

I woke up, and I heard five words.

“Jeffrey? Are you there? Jeffrey?”

The words had a strange quality, but I couldn’t figure out what it was.

I went back to sleep.

I woke up again, and I heard twice as many words.

“If you can, just say anything at all, Jeffrey. Please.”

I tried to see who was speaking, but I could only see undifferentiated blackness. I inventoried my other senses, and I found that I couldn’t feel or taste or smell anything. I could only hear, it appeared. Except that wasn’t quite true, either. Not exactly.

I wondered if there was an afterlife after all, and if I was in it.

With that thought on my mind, I slept again.

The message was more complicated the third time around. I heard this: “It’s Margaret, Jeffrey. I do wish you’d say something. The others don’t believe you ever will. They think I’m wasting my time, but I think they’re wrong.”

I’m not in an afterlife, then, I thought, but that didn’t upset me. I was alive, and Margaret was at my bedside. I tried to respond, but I couldn’t seem to vocalize anything. I struggled to gain some kind of control over my body, but I couldn’t manage it.

My mind, at least, seemed sharper, and I was able to evaluate my newest message in a new way. I could tell that I wasn’t really hearing Margaret’s voice at all. As best I could figure it, I was hearing text. Or reading her words without being able to see them, perhaps.

I was definitely perceiving letters that formed words that formed sentences that formed messages. But I couldn’t put my finger on the exact mechanism.

I knew I’d sustained an absurdly critical injury. I could remember the Tyrant’s sword thrusting through my chest, and the pain, and the hummingbird pulse, and the warm flow of my own blood down my abdomen. My best guess was that I had survived by a razor thin margin, and that my senses were in some kind of safe mode that made them only marginally operational.

I tried again to speak, but I wasn’t even close to being able to do so, and I gave up.

I felt guilty about that. I did want to give Margaret some kind of evidence that I was conscious.

I thought of the way I was perceiving her messages – the strange hearing of text – and I wondered if I might possibly be able to reply in the same way.

I formed a sentence in my mind and imagined it as a row of printed words. “I’m badly hurt, Margaret, but I’m here,” I thought/said.

I held the image of the sentence in my mind for as long as I could before sleep took me once again.

When I next awakened, it was to a very long message. “Oh thank God! I knew it! I knew you were in there! We’re all here now, Alexis and Jack and Mr. Dawson and King Harold and Gary and Gregory and there’s barely room to stand! We’re so thrilled that you’ve made it!”

I tried to smile again, and I wished I could hear Margaret’s voice; exclamation points can only convey so much. But I was glad to learn that she and others were happy to know of my survival.

I formed two sentences in my mind, and I found the process much easier than before. “I’m sorry that I can’t move or see you. Tell me, am I in a hospital room somewhere?” I released my hold on the image after a little while, and shortly after that, I perceived a response.

“You’re in the medical room on the Valkyrie-200.”

That made sense, I supposed. It would have been the closest medical facility.

I had a nagging thought that I should be concerned about something, but I couldn’t quite pin it down.

I perceived a new message. “You’re a hero, Jeffrey. A true hero.”

I appreciated the praise, but that was countered by the fact that my vague nagging thought had crystallized, and I thought/said, “Where am I in the 200’s medical room, precisely?”

There seemed to be a somewhat lengthy pause before I got a return message. When it came through, it was, “You’re in Hibernation Pod 1. We’re keeping you at the Goldilocks temperature where you’re almost but not quite frozen solid and can perceive about a second of time for every hour of real time.”

“Oh,” I thought/said. I still couldn’t feel anything, and for once I was glad, because I was pretty sure that in normal circumstances I would have become nauseous.

My odd method of communicating finally made sense, at least. I’d known that Valkyrie hibernation pods have some kind of failsafe system that was designed to allow astronauts to communicate with their command AIs if they somehow ended up conscious and stuck in a pod.

I got a new message. “Hey, it’s Jack,” the text began. “Hang in there, we’ll get you out sooner or later. Maestro (you know, the old one – Alan Franklin) and Prince Brian and I are in the lab almost every day working on the problem. We’re good at this kind of thing.”

“Oh,” I thought/said again. “So then, I need some kind of an operation?”

“Yeah, you could say that. I mean not to be a buzz kill, but technically, you’re dead. You had no pulse and no oxygen to the brain for at least a couple of minutes before Alexis and I could get you aboard the ship and toss you into the pod. But don’t worry about that, the definition of death has always been hazy. Kind of.”

There were a lot of things not to like about the picture Jack was painting, but one of them seemed to bother me more than the others. “Is the sword still in me?” I asked/thought with some urgency. I don’t know why I felt compelled to learn that first, but I did.

“No, the lid wouldn’t close. I had to jump up there and yank it out of you. It got caught on a rib or something, and I had to step on you for a second, but just for leverage. By the way, cleaning hibernation gel out of a boot is no picnic, I can tell you that.”

I felt the urge to cover my eyes and exhale slowly, but I couldn’t do either of those things. After I spent a moment absorbing the mixed feelings I had about the fact that the sword had been indelicately removed, I thought/asked, “Did it miss my heart, somehow?”

“No, a lot of your heart was on the sword when I pulled it out. It’s shredded. You need a new one.”

I imagined my next sentence in capital letters because that was all I had for emphasis. “HOW AM I GOING TO GET THAT?!”

“Calm down, we’re going to make one. The bad news is that the off-the-rack models the factories already know how to make won’t work because there’s too much damage around your heart. The good news is that we’re halfway to designing something that will probably work.

“Now Maestro thinks we need to make what he keeps calling a ‘real heart’ with four chambers and everything, but I’m working on something simpler. You know how in a Valkyrie bathroom the sink always has instant hot water? That’s because there’s a little pump which is always circulating it from the hot water heater to the taps. So I figure something like that’ll work fine. I’ve got an elderly woodchuck with heart disease, and I’m about ready to test out a prototype on him.”

That was a lot to take in, and I didn’t answer for a long time. When I replied, I mostly wanted to try to make sure Jack didn’t give me any more details about anything. “Well, keep me posted,” I thought/said.

“It’s Margaret again,” the reply began. “Jack’s been kind of monopolizing the messages to you lately. You know how he gets.”

“I am acquainted with that part of his personality. He’s left the ship?”

“He left yesterday. Remember that we’re only exchanging about a hundred words a day the way time passes out here.”

“Right,” I thought/said. I was still getting my head around the extreme difference in the subjective passage of time for myself and for everyone else.

“Why did you attack the Red Tyrant?” Margaret asked me. “You could have stayed out of his reach up there on the catwalk.”

I started to imagine the words, “For revenge,” but I stopped myself before they formed in the way that would send them to Margaret, because it wasn’t true.

As much as I hated the Tyrant for what he’d taken from me and everyone who was alive when I was a young man, and as often as I had thought of killing him in waste-of-time daydreams over the years, revenge hadn’t been on my mind at all when I charged towards him and allowed myself to be drawn within his sword’s striking radius.

In the moment, I’d only wanted to help Margaret. “I did it for you,” I thought/said.

“Why, Jeffrey?”

That was a tough one. In the end, I gave the only honest answer I had. “I just thought that I should.”

There seemed to be another pause of longer than normal duration before she sent, “Thank you.”

I spent the pause thinking more about the greatly different rates at which time passed inside and outside the pod, and that gave me new questions.

“How often do you come to the medical room to see if there’s anything new from me, Margaret?”

“I come three times a day. Every day. The whole time you’ve been in there.”

“Is the ship near your home?”

“Not really. It’s parked a few miles away.”

“How do you get back and forth?”

There was another pause, which I started to associate with her wanting to contemplate her next response and not giving it until her next trip to the 200. When she answered my question, she said, “I walk.”

I calculated the amount of time she was spending checking up on me each day. I said, “Please understand, I’m not complaining about having the company. But why?”

There was no pause before she answered, “It just seems like I should.”

I was still contemplating her previous message when a new one came through.

“I want you to know, Jeffrey, that when you get out of there, I’ll be waiting for you.”

I turned the words over in my mind, and they brought forth a powerful mix of emotions I hadn’t truly felt since the night I’d first kissed Abby while we sat cross legged on the table in her parents’ kitchen.

I lay suspended and very near death in super chilled gel. I was a man without a pulse, or a heart that would ever work again, and who had uncertain prospects for rejoining the world at all. I was completely helpless, and I could only interact with others in tiny occasional exchanges that lacked all sensory input.

But in spite of all those negatives, for the first time since before the Kinetic War, I was happy.

I almost didn’t recognize the feeling at first. I was not merely satisfied, and I was not merely content. I was happy.

As it turns out, the lessons I learned in my youth remain true, even in extreme circumstances, even after the passage of many centuries, and none of them more so than the one that applied most as I lay in the hibernation pod on the edge of cryosleep:

Falling in love makes absolutely everything better.

The End of Book 11 of The Voided Man
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