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			Chapter One


			The Outpost


			​


			Thirty kilometers today. Rocky terrain slowed me down, but if my projections are correct, my supplies should last until Madison City. It was after sunset when my resolve wavered. I’m ashamed to write it, but I looked back. Once.


			— Claude’s Journal - 085.09.04


			Holding my breath, I soldered the last aluminum radial onto my new antenna. An electric pop and the stink of burnt rubber issued from the mess of wires covering my lean-to tent’s sand floor, but the antenna held. I withdrew my trembling fingers from the web of bright metal that I’d spent a week of work, all my remaining water chits, and countless hours of sleep deprivation to build.


			Please. Please let this work.


			I flipped open my leather computer bag’s flap to let in more air and started redirecting power from my backup ground radar to my shiny new antenna. Energy sizzled up the aluminum mast, and for a moment the smell of ozone overpowered the stench of dried urine oozing in from the slums outside. On reflex, I grinned and glanced around for someone to share my victory with, but nope—still all alone in my ratty lean-to. 


			Clearing my throat, I tugged my ​green and black display out of my bag and checked it for new water sources, wells, or anything. 


			A few blips appeared on my monitor’s map, marking the local cisterns and the landowner’s well on the hill—water sites my old scanner had already identified. My heart pounded. The supplies I’d wasted building this antenna, the hours, they couldn’t be for nothing. Not now.


			A few faded dots appeared near the west edge of town, but those were just static outliers from the Distributor’s jamming signal. The interference those pigs vomited over the Barrens obscured half my map. 


			I shook the monitor. “Sands and stones, come on!”  


			Another headache hit. I reeled, trying to collect my thoughts. How long had it been since I’d had water? A day? Two? Before that I’d been rationing. My throat ached like I’d swallowed a fistful of sand. When the tent finally stopped spinning, my scan still showed nothing. 


			To hell with it. 


			I cranked my signal amplifier to maximum power. My computer’s hum intensified to a squealing whine, and the stink of hot electronics flooded the lean-to. 


			I huddled over my display, cradling it. “Give me something. Please just—”


			Smoke. A hint of it. I jerked upright. No. Not smoke, burning solder. Oh sands, no, no, no! 


			I lunged for the amplifier and turned it off a breath too late. My gorgeous new antenna drooped, wobbled treacherously, and began to melt.


			Cursing, I grabbed for it on reflex. Big mistake.


			


			Hot agony lanced up my arm. I howled and reeled back, my head rocketing into my lean-to’s torn canvas roof. My antenna swayed once and collapsed into a melted heap. 


			The bubbling remains of my masterpiece cooked the sandy floor into glass, and the acrid smell of my own burnt hair joined the reek of smoke. So much for finding water. 


			I contemplated my own stupidity at hitting my solder’s melting point and slumped beside my computer as it automatically switched to its backups: an old antenna—little more than a coil of wires—and my salvaged, ground-penetrating radar unit. Just to spite me, my display cheerfully reported the known wells within its much smaller scan radius. I glowered at it for a minute before I noticed that something was very, very different. 


			The Distributor’s jamming signal had vanished. Ranks of hidden outposts, weapons caches, and vaporizer banks glowed brightly in the area of the map where the gray jamming haze had lain. Over the years, the Distributor had branched out from their headquarters—​a walled city in the far west. That jamming signal hid an infrastructure that gave them absolute control over the water supply and, hell, nearly everything else out here in the Barrens. 


			Now, something had exposed their network. This was wealth. This was Distributor secrets laid bare. This was . . . not possible. I verified the scan’s integrity. Then, I verified it again, but everything checked out. Sands, I’d struck gold. 


			I crouched over my computer, isolating the highest value sites. Halfway through saving all the scan logs, a thought struck me. Did something do this or was it someone? Dad had the technical know-how to trigger an outage of this scale in his sleep. Could he be punishing the Distributor for stealing his tech? It’d be his style to pull something huge like this. Maybe I was closer than I’d thought.


			I shook my head. I couldn’t do this now. I had money to make. I stood, stuffed the still-smoking wires back into my computer bag and looped its strap over my shoulder. Hardly anyone in this part of the Eastern Barrens knew a damn thing about computers or any other tech left over from the Last America. I was probably the only person who’d seen the signal drop for thousands of kilometers, and that made me valuable.


			A broken Distributor transport caravan or an abandoned cache would tempt the most careful of the crew bosses, and I’d just uncovered fully stocked outposts. I needed to find a boss with enough guts and water chits to pay me for my discovery. 


			I threw back my lean-to’s tarp door and hurried outside. 


			After traveling halfway across the Barrens and back, all the crappy little slums in the crappy little settlements started to look the same. From a distance, they were a brown scar of refuse and encampments staining the endless sea of pale dunes, and up close, they were worse. 


			I squeezed my arm over my mouth, to hold off the stink of dried shit, and hurried through the winding footpaths between the slum’s faded tents. Most of the desiccated souls living here looked more like sunbaked corpses than people. Their heads were always bent, as if counting every grain of sand passing beneath their blistered feet. 


			Sure, I might look as worn and exhausted as them with my faded jacket hanging off my bony shoulders like it had been thrown over a scarecrow. And yes, if I smiled, the outline of my skull stood out beneath the remains of my sharp features, but I was still different from all of them. I refused to stare at my feet. I looked up. I looked up at the bastards that turned a profit from the endless drought, those twisted souls that made a fortune from the suffering in the slums. 


			The landowners’ cabins and fields dotted the hills a few kilometers away. I always wondered if they kept their small fields and bony livestock in view of the slums just to taunt us with the Distributor’s gifts.


			My fists tightened as I marched through the tents toward the circle of old buses in the center of the slums. I’d sell my information to buy gear and a few more months of life here in the Barrens, and that could give me time to chase this new lead on Dad. He had to be behind this somehow.


			I just needed a crew boss willing to pay for my discovery. My hands shook as I sidled up to a long bus that had once been painted yellow. I hoped this gamble wouldn’t kill me. Crew bosses could be . . . temperamental.


			I hoped Ivanovna wasn’t feeling grouchy today. I’d worked with her when I’d arrived in town a year ago, but she hadn’t contacted me for more work after those first jobs. Since then, she’d risen to become the biggest boss in the slums. 


			I took a breath and knocked on the rusted bus’s back bumper. 


			The rear door snapped open and a pair of beefy enforcers, wearing armor hewn from leftover cars, looked down at me. I half bowed and lifted up my leather computer bag. “I’ve got something your boss will want to see.”


			They folded their arms and said nothing.


			Taking the hint, I took a tentative step back. Another boss might hear me out. 


			A sharp female voice echoed out from inside the car. “If you’re wasting my time with another foolish invention, you will not survive the visit.”


			“No . . . I wouldn’t . . . um . . . you’d kill me?” Man, I was a real charmer. 


			Her enforcers smirked and hoisted me inside. Even coming from the dim afternoon light, my eyes took a moment to adjust to the near darkness of Ivanovna’s bus. She’d covered the windows with hunks of plastic to presumably keep out prying eyes, and a heavy cloth stifled the light attempting to stream in through the entrance.


			Ivanovna bent over an old wooden door laid sideways to form a table. Heaps of hand-drawn maps splayed out before her. 


			Her broad shoulders filled out the heavy cotton clothing that she wore like armor. Tension pulled her angular jaw tight, and she seemed a twitch away from drawing the ancient but well-maintained pistol on her hip. Her sharp eyes flicked up to meet mine. 


			I flinched and blurted out, “I . . . I’ve found something.”


			She pointed to the center of her desk. “Proof.”


			“Of course.” I tugged the monitor out of my computer bag and laid it in front of her, pointing to the coordinates of the hidden outposts and caches. 


			


			She studied the screen silently before she walked to the far wall where more maps hung and brought one over to her desk. Using a pencil, she marked the spot on the map where my data suggested the best stocked outpost would be. She gave me an incredulous look. 


			The mark sat in the middle of a random patch of dunes among kilometers and kilometers of emptiness. My stomach fluttered. “I know it seems a bit . . . far-fetched, but the data I found is accur—” 


			She barked out a cold laugh. “Liar.”


			“It’s what I found.”


			“You said the same thing when you sold me a ‘working’ artillery mortar you found in the scrap pile.”


			“I . . . it worked. You just didn’t have ammunition for it.”


			“Who has ammunition for a mortar, Friedrich?” 


			“I . . . well, um yes. But please, Iva, this is a rare opportunity.”


			She folded her arms and frowned at me. “What makes you say this outpost has the most resources?”


			I took a slow breath. “Not resources exactly, but value. There are other places with more food and water, but that’s the only military installment I found. There’ll be guns there. Distributor-issued assault rifles.” I didn’t mention that they’d also have a huge computer terminal that I could use to intercept thousands of Distributor messages, a computer terminal I could visit days later, after Ivanovna’s team did all the dirty work of getting rid of the guards. The Distributor had to be involved with Dad’s disappearance, and there might be records of what happened.


			“The jamming signal going down like this. It doesn’t happen, Friedrich.” She scowled at me and took a step forward. “You wouldn’t lead me into a trap, would you?”


			My voice squeaked out closer to a falsetto than I preferred. “Me? What would I gain . . .”


			She raised her eyebrows. 


			Sands and stones, I hated these negotiations. I ached to be back in my lean-to working on my electromagnetic pulse device or another idea I’d had for a radio interceptor or well, anything. 


			


			An enforcer laid a hand on my shoulder. A whimper escaped my lips, but Ivanovna shook her head. “I’ll do this job, but Friedrich will come with us as our greaser.”


			“I’m honored.” I gave as good of a bow I could manage beneath the enforcer’s grip. “But ten water chits are more than enough—” 


			“You’re coming.” 


			“You already have a greaser.”


			“True, but if this is a trap, it will explode in your face first.” She sighed and waved a conciliatory hand at me. “Besides, you are the better greaser, and Distributor doors don’t open for anyone, you understand.” 


			I didn’t know whether to be proud or terrified. I hadn’t been on a raid for months, and I’d wanted to keep it that way. I’d much prefer picking over the cache days after the fighting was done. “I don’t think I’d be much use . . . I mean, what if another team gets there first or worse, the Distributor shows up. I’m an engineer. I can’t fight.”


			“Then you’ll die learning.” She pointed at the enforcers standing beside the door. “Round up the grunts and the rest of the team. We leave at midnight.”


			I’d made it halfway across the bus before Ivanovna’s voice echoed behind me. “No! You stay.”


			I froze and walked back to Ivanovna’s desk. She pointed to a small chair in the corner of the room. I sat down with my head bowed and watched the evening light streaming through the bus’s door dim. 


			After a while, someone outside played music, and a crisp breeze carried the rough notes out into the dunes. There was laughter as the morning laborers came back from their work at the landowner’s estates and settled down for dinner. I remembered laughter.


			I’d had an OK life for a while. Dad and I used to work on his engineering projects in a corner of our encampment while Mom and Collette read a few books they’d salvaged from the dump. That was before Dad disappeared. 


			He’d left to save the Barrens by spreading the news of his technology—a device that could extract water from the air. He never came back, and we got so thirsty that Mom and Collette sold the only thing they could in town. Things stabilized for a few months, then some bastard landowners convinced them that working the oil pits in the Black City was better than the work they were doing every night. 


			I’d begged them not to go; they were all I had. I told them that the Black City paid landowners to trick people into working the pits. They didn’t even deny it. They just said the Black City would give them shelter and as much food and water as they could want while they worked. How bad could that be?


			Mom left first, then Collette. I hadn’t needed to hack into a Black City terminal to find out what had happened to them. The moment they began their pilgrimage, I’d known where it would end. They left to die with dignity and some comfort. Why should I be surprised that they got their wish?


			Ivanovna stormed off to rally her troops from the slums, leaving me alone with a skeleton guard. Night set in, the crisp air grew cold, and the laughter stopped outside. I bent my head in the drafty bus and waited, trying to stop remembering.
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			Ivanovna and her enforcers pulled me outside just before midnight. A couple of sand sleds manned by her grunts waited at the edge of the slums. The “sleds” were only strips of sheet metal with grips attached, but the grunts crouched dutifully in front of them, ready to drag their leaders across kilometers and kilometers of dunes. 


			The grunts weren’t much younger than me, but they were doing the worst kind of work for a crew boss. I couldn’t blame them. They had a hell of a choice: to die slowly of thirst in the slums or find a crew and potentially die fast on a mission. It was a bit too close to the choice the Black City gave its pilgrims for my liking, but on the crews, they at least had each other.


			


			A few of them nervously joked while I stood alone next to one of the sleds. After all these years, I’d hoped I’d be used to being the lone engineer. 


			I watched them laugh together. I’d made the right choice, hadn’t I? Grunts became enforcers in time, and enforcers could start families. But engineers? What had I accomplished besides refusing to trade my life for water, community, and a future? Not much.


			No! I wouldn’t start pining for a comfortable place to rot. That was all my home had ever been. I needed to focus on finding Dad now. Who knew, Dad and I might figure out some kind of life, but a home . . . well, that idea had died before Mom and Collette left for the oil pits. 


			The grunts’ conversation stopped, and they started prepping the sleds. Ivanovna and her enforcers climbed aboard, and the grunts started pulling them up the nearest dune. I marched behind them. I could work with Ivanovna, but I didn’t have to join her in using slummers as transportation. That’s how the Distributor and the landowners stayed in power. They kept us so busy enslaving one another that we never thought about who the real masters were. 


			After a five-hour trek through dust and darkness, we reached a dune across from the bunker’s coordinates. There was no sign of the Distributor’s outpost. 


			I spent a few desperate minutes searching before I finally saw a softly glowing pin pad embedded in a nearby dune. Sand had mostly buried the bunker, but I could just discern its domed structure giving the dune a steeper slope than normal. 


			We waited for a half hour, ensuring no one would surprise us after we went in. It was practical, but intolerable. 


			Finally, Ivanovna punched my arm, and we scrambled to the entrance. Ivanovna pushed me toward the glowing red pin pad. “Do your work, greaser.”


			Half her enforcers surrounded me while the others watched the grunts. She probably trusted them as little as me. Trying not to look at the moonlight reflecting off the enforcers’ polished gun barrels, I faced the pin pad. 


			


			I plugged my COM cables into the pad’s backup inputs and fired a series of number combinations into the door. When I checked the glowing process bar on my monitor, it had hardly moved. Not good.


			Frowning, I yanked the keyboard from my computer bag and typed a few hurried commands to speed things along. Behind me, Ivanovna frowned and prowled forward. “Don’t tell me I’ve brought my whole crew here for a greaser who can’t open doors.”


			I forced steadiness into my voice. “Oh… yes… well, there seems to be something blocking me here. The security is . . .” I typed more commands, looking for a firmware exploit. “It’s better than I’ve ever seen.”


			Ivanovna leaned closed to me and whispered in my ear, “This door opens, greaser, or I dust you.”


			I figured that some clever banter might help diffuse the situation, so I replied, “Please . . . ack.”


			Scowling, she pointed toward the pin pad and stepped away. I resumed the hack with shaking hands. The whole crew watched me, but Ivanovna scanned the horizon, worry in her eyes.


			It was a stronger firewall than I’d ever seen. What the hell was in this outpost anyway? The Distributor wasn’t this obsessed about protecting their weapons. I was halfway through sending another batch of combinations against the pin-pad’s processor when the circuit boards in my computer bag popped loudly. I looked down. The wires next to my thigh smoked.


			A spark caught my pants and a flame guttered to life. I was on fire.


			I screeched and flopped in the sand to smother the flame. Then, I ripped my COM wires free of the pin pad. Immediately the sparks flying from my computer bag died down. 


			Sands and stones, the system had power spiked me.


			Behind me, the enforcers and even the grunts smirked. Ivanovna folded her heavily wrapped arms across her chest. I supposed my shout hadn’t sounded as masculine as I’d intended. 


			I spun back to the pin pad, desperate to crack it before Ivanovna decided that I was unfit for the job. The system must be sending an amperage spike down their COM plugs every few minutes, so I needed to speed up my decryption cycle or try something different . . . something new. I typed like a fiend.


			To hell with just cracking the pin-pad’s code. I was the best engineer in the Barrens. I’d bypass the pin pad all together and crack the system powering it: the door controls. 


			I pulled the little device’s code base, and halfway through typing another command, I noticed a green line of code flick across my monitor as the download progressed. 


			Def door_monitor(boolean open) 


			That was it. I hammered that command into the door’s terminal, talking in a tumble of words. “Ivanovna, get ready. Quick. I only have a second.”


			Ivanovna made hand signals, and the enforcers shoved the grunts up to the outpost’s entrance. The grunts looked terrified. They were just kids, clutching hunks of sharpened plastic or metal in their hands, but they dutifully huddled shoulder to shoulder. 


			I typed out a few final methods to emulate the door open command and slammed my thumb into the keyboard. It was an ingenious work-around. I grinned and waved my hand with a flourish. 


			Ivanovna seized my shoulder and shoved me backward. I yelped and hit the sand hard. “Wha—”


			Gunfire roared from inside the bunker as a line of guards in crisp Distributor uniforms opened up with automatics. 


			Bullets dropped the three grunts closest to the door. They’d stood where I’d been working. 


			Another grunt in the second row took a slug to her forehead. The grunts behind them, the higher ranked ones, hefted their companions’ still moving bodies and held them up as shields. Maybe they weren’t such a great little family after all. One of the grunts in the front who’d survived the first shot squealed as more bullets thumped into his torso. 


			I wanted to vomit. 


			One of the back-row grunts, a bone-thin survivor, ducked beneath a body he was propping up and buried his hunk of sharpened plastic into a guard’s neck. Blood sprayed across the small line of defenders, breaking their ranks. More grunts lunged forward with hand-carved blades. 


			I looked away. 


			There were only five Distributor guards stationed at the bunker, and before long the grunts had overwhelmed their superior weaponry with sheer numbers and rage. When the sounds finally died down, I found Ivanovna looming over me. 


			“I am surprised. A Barrens boy like you shouldn’t be squeamish.”


			I glared at her. 


			“I do what’s necessary to survive.” She studied me, folding her wrapped arms. “Is there a problem?”


			I shook my head and tapped my knuckle on the bunker’s wall. “You are what they made you into.”


			“So, I’m a Distributor puppet to you? Another landowner?”


			I shrugged and stood, trying not to make eye contact as I made for the bunker’s entrance. 


			“Who taught you to be a greaser?” Ivanovna gave me a sidelong look as she leaned against the bunker’s curved walls.


			“I’m an engineer, not a greaser.”


			“But who taught you?”


			“My dad.”


			She nodded slowly as if thinking something over. “That door was no joke. My team could use a greaser or an engineer or whatever it is you call yourself.”


			The words were out of my mouth before I could filter them to sound at least partially logical. “I’ve got to keep looking . . .”


			She raised her eyebrows and let out a slow sigh. “People die, Friedrich. No need to join them. We could use you. We would make things easier for you.”


			


			My face heated up ten degrees. She might have taken it as an insult, but I couldn’t help it. I dusted myself off and marched through the squat door into the bunker without another word. 


			The interior was bigger than I thought. Bare concrete walls rose into a dome far above my head, and mountains of supply boxes lined the walls each stamped with the mark of the Distributor: ​a shining tower over a circular city. 


			In the Distributor’s typical efficiency, five beds and a washroom sat in a compact corner of the space. Faded pictures of families covered the walls near the bunks and sink, and some of the smiling faces in the photos matched the five corpses of Distributor guards bleeding on the floor. Something twisted in my stomach, the Distributor’s world had taken my father, and now it robbed some of its own families of their fathers.  My fists tightened. I’d end this . . . somehow.


			Blood from the dead guards and the dead grunts mixed in a pool on the concrete floor. One of the enforcers ran the sharp edge of a knife through the widening pool of blood, probing for something. 


			I nearly threw up again, but I forced myself to take slow breaths. I couldn’t waste the water. 


			I paced around the room, looking for any computer terminal that might contain Distributor information or communications. I was foolish to hope, but when my dad left, he’d been planning on selling some tech that worked very similarly to the vaporizers that the Distributor started using to collect water across the desert. Couldn’t be a coincidence. 


			A commotion rose among the enforcers. The blade caught on some seam in the concrete floor.


			More enforcers shoved the grunts outside while others started wiping blood off the floor. As they worked, a few lines appeared along the smooth treated concrete: a trap door. 


			The crew produced crowbars at lightning speed and within a few moments, a square hole had been opened in the floor. Blood dripped over the edges into the darkness below. Ivanovna looked at me and smiled. “If this is a trap. You will be the one to find out.”


			


			“But I . . .”


			She let her hand fall to the pistol on her hip, and I got the message. Maybe I should have been a bit more polite when she’d asked me to join her team. Trying to ignore the stench of death and the blood pattering around me, I ducked into the trap door. 


			My foot found the rungs of a steel ladder. The air cooled as I descended, and in a few moments, my heels struck cement. 


			I drew a small light out of my bag, wired it to one of my batteries, and looked around. Polished barrels and rifle stocks glittered around me. More boxes, hundreds more, expanded out of sight. I called up to Ivanovna, “Found your guns.”


			A whoop rose from the enforcers above me. 


			With the squeak of skin on metal, Ivanovna slid down the ladder and landed beside me. She yanked a rifle from the row and inspected its action. With a brisk nod she motioned for the enforcers to join her. 


			Her men flowed around me, ripping through boxes and hauling out water packets, food stuffs, and ammunition. They formed lines, bringing the spoils back to the sleds. But something else held my attention: a computer terminal. 


			Three monitors sprouted out of the machine’s smooth steel casing at eye level, and behind them hummed a floor-to-ceiling server stack. This wasn’t a basic Distributor terminal. This was art.


			I pressed my hand against its warm fan outlets, feeling the machine’s power. 


			Ignoring the crew’s commotion behind me, I plugged my tiny computer bag into the terminal and searched for a way to crack the login. Was someone calling my name? Ivanovna maybe? Didn’t matter. I’d never seen a machine like this. 


			My fingers twitched across my keyboard as I ran a decryption method. If I could unlock the device, all of its secrets would be laid bare. It was a little trickier than the entrance, but I had a whole lot more time. 


			After a few minutes of work, the monitors came to life. A web of network connections flashed across the screens as the machine started, and for a brief moment, I glimpsed the breadth of the Distributor’s power. Hundreds of Distributor computing nodes spanned the Barrens and beyond, thousands of vaporizers’ onboard computers pinged their hosts as they sucked water from the air, and all that flood of information rushed back to a hub, a massive core data bank that drank it all in. Stunned, I typed a command to start stealing as much data as I could when all the screens except the middle went black. 


			Tiny lines of text appeared on the center monitor: 


			<COMMUNICATION CONNECTION OPENED> 


			—Admin: So, there are some engineers of caliber in the Barrens after all. Excellent. Now, listen well.


			—Admin: My team has been slaughtered, and they suspect I’m hiding here. They know I’m trying to stop them. 


			My mouth fell open, and I read the messages twice more to make sure I wasn’t imagining things. Hands shaking, I typed back. 


			—Port1217: Stop who?


			—Admin: Good. You are there.


			—Port1217: Stop who?


			—Admin: These Distributor rats, obviously, so help me and plug your largest hard drive into your terminal’s master port. 


			—Port1217: Who are you? Why—


			—Admin: No time. Do it.


			—Port1217: Done.


			


			—Admin: Good, I’m starting the upload. 


			—Port1217: But what are you sending?


			—Admin: The Distributor’s entire code base. Give those bastards hell for me. 


			—Admin: Something is wrong here. They’re planning something, and it’s no dinner party. Find out what it is.


			My drive buzzed at a breakneck speed, and the corner of the screen showed terabytes of data flooding into it. The terminal’s fans squealed trying to keep up with the flood of information.


			—Admin: I’ve got to keep moving and get the code base to others. 


			—Port1217: Others? 


			—Admin: I didn’t go through the trouble of wrecking the Distributor’s jamming signal to only send this payload to one person. 


			—​Port1217: But the Distributor, they’ll come for me.


			—Admin: Obviously.


			—Admin: Do not leave until the download completes.


			—Admin: Luck.


			I hesitated before replying, a hopeful thought flashed into my mind. I felt stupid for even imagining it, but I was desperate. My fingers fidgeted over the keyboard for a few seconds, heart pounding. Then, I wrote what I’d been afraid to hope for years.


			—Port1217: Dad?


			<COMMUNICATION CONNECTION CLOSED> 


			My gut twisted as the chat display vanished from the monitor, and a progress bar took its place. The download was only 5 percent done. 


			“Friedrich!” Ivanovna shouted, her voice still sounding distant. “What’s wrong with you! Come now!”


			“What?” I finally turned. Ivanovna frowned down at me from the trap door’s opening in the ceiling. All her grunts and enforcers had gone. She waved at me to come. “Distributor troops. Our scouts spotted them a few kilometers away. They’re coming fast.”


			“I . . . I can’t.”


			Ivanovna glanced at the computer terminal, its blinking status lights casting a flickering, lurid glow across the dark basement. She lowered her voice and for a moment, I thought I heard something close to compassion in her gravelly tone. “Just let go, Friedrich. This is a fool’s way to die.”


			I shook my head and turned back to the computer.


			She muttered a curse, tossed me a bag of water chits—my pay, and disappeared. 


			I pocketed the money, sat in the basement’s silent darkness, and waited on the download.


			Within minutes, the rumble of engines and voices broke the desert’s stillness. Leaving the download to process its final packets, I crept to the trapdoor and peeked into the domed room. No one had come in yet, but shadows moved along the walls. I heard a voice with a southern drawl call over the chaos, “Kill on sight, boys.”


			


			Suppressing a whimper, I seized the hinged slab of concrete that covered the trapdoor and slammed it shut over my head. There had to be another way out. Distributor architects were too careful not to have some redundancy in an outpost like this. 


			The basement went dark, save for the faint glow from the computer terminal. By the time I rushed back to it, the download was complete. 


			I yanked my hard drive free and stuffed it back into my computer bag. Footsteps thudded on the roof above me, and I hurried through the dark maze of boxes away from the trap door. I used my small LED to light a path.


			I hadn’t gone ten steps when I heard metal scraping against the trapdoor. Cursing, I disconnected my light’s battery, plunging myself into darkness. 


			I kept one hand in front of me as I crept through the black. This underground bunker seemed much larger than the living space above, but I pressed on, searching for an outer wall. There had to be another way out.


			Light flashed behind me. The trapdoor opened. 


			I ducked behind a stack of wooden boxes. When I saw what was inside, I seized some water packs and foodstuffs. Without the sleds to carry me out, I’d need some supplies for the journey. In a half crouch, I kept walking. 


			A bent shadow blocked the light from the trapdoor, and a feeling of dread erupted in the pit of my stomach. Something was wrong with that shape, but something felt strangely familiar about it. A voice in the back of my mind whispered that I should call out. My instincts screamed that I was now being hunted by something far worse than a rifle-bearing soldier. 


			I rushed down the corridor at a near sprint until I collided with the curved exterior wall. I didn’t make much noise, just the clatter of the gear in my computer bag and a short grunt, but that’s when the footsteps started.


			It wasn’t more than twenty meters behind me. The shuffle and thump of someone walking with a limp grew audible over the clamor of the Distributor’s men upstairs. It was getting closer. 


			


			There was something horrible in the drag, thump of those footsteps. The air felt thick, and a wave of dizziness assaulted me. Panic drained all logical thought. It wasn’t the fear of death, it was the fear of being eaten. 


			I scrambled along the basement’s outer wall, fingers sliding across the rough concrete. I probably made more noise, but I had to get out of this damned pitch-dark bunker.  


			My fingers met a cold steel circle in the wall. Ignoring the still-approaching footsteps, I cranked the porthole open. 


			Powdery sand flooded into my open mouth, knocking me back. I gagged and coughed out a cloud of dust. More dust poured out of the open porthole as I struggled to my feet. A sliver of the hazy morning sky appeared above a wall of sand. I whipped my gaze to the darkness where the footsteps still approached.


			I hadn’t imagined the dune would cover this much of the outpost, but my instincts screamed that it would be better to take my chances pushing through the barrier of sand than let those footsteps catch up with me. It wanted me to stay. It wanted to meet me. Something in my mind knew that with a terrified certainty. 


			I cast one look over my shoulder. Two pinpricks of blue light glowed not ten meters away. Sands and stones, were those eyes?


			I smothered a terrified squeal, took a massive breath and pushed into the wall of sand. 


			Dust poured over me. I shut my eyes and clawed for the gap at the top of the porthole, that sliver of light. My feeble muscles trembled, straining to pull myself through the waterfall of sand and away from those eyes. Sand pressed into my ears and nose. I couldn’t breathe. Blinded, I tasted salt and grit between my teeth. 


			Repressing a howl, I got footing on the bottom of the porthole and pushed through. 


			I flopped out of the dune, spat out a mouthful of sand, and took in a huge lungful of the dusty air. The sun was moments from rising, and the whole desert glowed a soft blue. 


			There was no sign of Ivanovna’s crew, so they must have successfully made their escape. 


			


			Shouts echoed to me from the far side of the dune.  A commotion rose up by the entrance. They knew I’d escaped. 


			Soldiers tromped up the hill toward me. I slid down the dune’s far bank and dashed into a valley where a few rough bushes tangled together. 


			I dug a trench beside one of the bushes, crawled inside, and threw sand over myself, leaving only my nose above ground. More afraid of that limping figure in the darkness than the guards, I prayed that the wind would quickly cover the signs of my excavation. 


			Sand sifted into my ears, muffling shouts and booted footsteps. From what I could gather, they thought I’d followed Ivanovna’s crew. That was fine by me. 


			Motors cycled up, and most of the Distributor cavalcade rumbled off. I didn’t count as many motors as I’d heard when they’d rolled in, so some had stayed behind. 


			I waited until I hadn’t heard footsteps for an hour before I dusted myself off and crawled out onto the dunes. Once I’d crept a half kilometer or so away, I bent my head and sprinted until the sun was high in the sky. 


			The heat weighed me down like an iron blanket draped over my shoulders, and I used up half the water packs I’d pulled out of that storage box in the first two hours.


			I passed a field of Distributor vaporizers and realized that I must still be in the restricted area. In the sunlight, those narrow metal spikes rose like bone fingers grasping up out of the sand. Like my dad’s prototype, the Distributor’s vaporizers drew moisture from the air by heating it up with a microwave magnetron housed in their spherical domes. Then, they would reliquefy the water vapor through a series of condensers housed in the vaporizers’ narrow bodies. Buried pipes pumped water back to the Distributor for proper allocation.


			I always guessed that those Distributor bastards had stolen my dad’s tech, and after today . . . had Dad been on the other end of that communication? Revenge for theft would give Dad a good reason to leak the Distributor code base, and the other facts lined up. Dad had been gone for months before vaporizers appeared, and those vaporizers were the skeleton on which the Distributor’s muscle and power hung. I sighed and glanced up at the burning sun. Or maybe I was just theorizing to distract myself from heatstroke. Who knew? 


			I was about a half kilometer away from the slums where I’d been staying when I smelled the smoke. The air reeked of charred meat and ammonia. 


			I crested the last dune separating me from town. 


			A huge, twenty-car Distributor caravan circled the slums. Troops marched between rows of lean-to’s, dragging people out of tents and burning their shelters behind them. A pack of slummers had been corralled into a circle at the center of town. Around them stood hulking forms whose features I couldn’t clearly make out, but from their huge proportions and simple, stained tunics, I could guess they were Distributor Silent Men. 


			The buses at the center of town burned while more of the slums went up. The landowners’ cottages were untouched, though the landowners speaking with the troops fidgeted nervously. One of the buses popped and crumpled in on itself. Could Ivanovna and her crew have gotten out in time? I tried not to look at the patches of sand stained with blood, or the bodies lined up beside the still living townspeople. I ducked as low as I could and crept backward. 


			I’d never heard of the Distributor attacking so viciously even if one of their protected caravans was attacked. I laid a hand on my hard drive and shuddered. What the hell would I find when I looked through their code?


			The next town was a few days out. I needed to move if my supplies were going to last. I turned my back to the smoking settlement. My fists clenched. I’d make the Distributor pay for Mom and Collette and Dad and Ivanovna and all the blood staining the sand below. Bracing against the stinging wind, I bent my head and marched back into the dunes.


			


			​


		




		

			Chapter Two


			Hitching a Ride


			​


			I arrived at Madison City just before noon. It’s worse than El Duarte here. Thirsty fill the streets. The elderly are ill, confused, dying. Two wells only draw sand now, and the third is tightly controlled. I’ll need to move on soon.


			— Claude’s Journal - 085.09.06


			West Crawford glowed brownish yellow against the dark horizon. Every slum really did look like a guttering fire at night. All the greasy smoke and homemade candles made the light quiver and shake against the black. 


			Last year, I’d seen a slum burn. Hundreds of tents ignited with vicious precision. At least the death Ivanovna and her crew received was quick. The slow dehydration that towns like this suffered seemed worse. 


			I assumed she and the crew must have died in the attack. During my months on the run, dodging Distributor hunters, and working as a douser by using my tech to find water for farmers, I’d looked for any records of the crew. The lack of any information, even on secure Distributor terminals spoke volumes. 


			Icy air cut through my thin jacket as I wove through the West Crawford slums toward the town center. I’d used every drop of my water to get here. This town’s well had dried up months ago and as one of the most desperate slums in the area, heavily armored and high profile Distributor caravans stopped here for longer water fill-ups. I might have just enough time to make a deal. 


			See, I hadn’t just been surviving these last months. Every night, morning, and free moment, I’d been investigating the Distributor’s code base. It was six months ago when I’d found it—a bug in their code’s kernel. It wasn’t just a vulnerability, but a gross inefficiency. Their entire empire ran at a third of its effectiveness—from their vaporizers collecting water to their caravans distributing it. And to make things worse, they had no idea.


			I wove between shabby tents, the lights in the town center shone a little brighter now that I was halfway through the soot-cloud choking the slums. Bent heads and stooped shoulders cast distorted shadows on the thin plastic walls of their homes. The bug fix had taken another six months to develop, but with it, I could resolve the Distributor’s inefficiency and cure the thirst of millions. Oh, and whenever an engineer edits a piece of kernel code, he gains superuser access to the entire network. So yeah, I’d also have complete control of the Distributor empire. 


			I ducked into the narrow alleys between the salvaged buildings of West Crawford’s downtown. Would the gamble I’d taken to get here pay off? If the caravan driver was who I thought he was, he should be willing to negotiate. 


			Two bone-thin men struck up a steady pace behind me, matching the tracks I’d left in the sand. I doubled my pace, but two more shadowed figures appeared at the other end of the road. Sands, maybe finding the most desperate town in this part of the Barrens wasn’t the best idea. Still, West Crawford was my only option. 


			I ducked into a shadowed alley to lose my tails, but this town wasn’t much more than two rows of sagging buildings cobbled together from scrap plastic and rusted metal. I reached the rear of the buildings. There weren’t much more than a few stinking sump pools for the outhouses, some of which had spilled over the buildings’ foundations. Beyond that, another sea of slummer tents stretched out into the dunes opposite the path I’d taken in. How many thirsty people were in this town? I hadn’t planned on this much desperation. 


			My pursuers reappeared, ducking through other alleys to the back lane. 


			Could I convince them that I was just as poor as they were? Just another slummer, but from the far east? 


			Even though it was true, they’d never believe me. Slummers didn’t travel the dunes.


			The men blocked the other alleys, cornering me. Hell, what choice did I have? “Um . . . hello I actually don’t have any chits or—” The smell of cooking bread interrupted my witty introduction. 


			I had another option.


			There would be only one place cooking bread at this hour: an inn. If I could get inside, I’d have protection for the night. 


			I scurried back through the alley toward the main street, and a few sagging buildings down, the murmur of voices and clink of glasses echoed out of an open door. My pursuers’ rough footsteps and heavy breathing seemed centimeters behind me. Mouth dry, I sprinted the last few meters to the inn and launched myself into its dining room. 


			Heads turned as I burst inside. A few people hunched over the scattered tables jumped to their feet. I must have looked like a crazed slummer. So much sand caked my brown hair that it almost looked blond, my sleepless nights on the road had carved bags beneath my eyes, and my clothes were more dust than cloth. 


			The innkeeper frowned from behind the bar where his better-dressed patrons sat. He was a huge man with black hair and a bristling beard. Behind him sat a few small water jugs, a stack of doze bricks, a closed boiling pot for coca tea, and a few items of bric-a-brac that seemed like they were for sale. 


			His eyes didn’t leave me as I approached. 


			


			I decided to play it as confidently as I could. I marched up to the bar and said, “I hear there’s a caravan coming in tomorrow.” 


			The innkeeper kept glaring.


			“Is the driver Walter Cofax?”


			The direct question started him talking. “Walter runs all the towns around here.” 


			Good. My research suggested that Walter liked to strike bargains for extra profit. Gossip said that he ran a black market out of his caravan, and the Distributor was none the wiser. He was who I needed.


			The gamble I took to reach West Crawford might pay off after all, and tomorrow might be a very big day. I turned to the innkeeper.


			“And the caravan, it stops longer here, doesn’t it?” 


			“You paying, or you leaving?” The innkeeper folded his arms. “Talking ain’t free, slummer.” 


			At that word, the well-dressed folks at the bar cringed away from me. Hot shame crawled up my neck. I stuttered, “I’m not a . . . how much is a bed?”


			“Go find an empty tent outside.” 


			My pursuers’ shadows still darkened the steps leading up to the inn’s door. They hadn’t started hunting for fresh prey yet. “I . . . I will have a bed here.”


			“Two and a half chits. Up front.” 


			“Are you serious?”


			“Can’t pay? Leave.” 


			I patted my frayed pants’ pockets even though I only had a half and a quarter chit to my name. “I . . . I don’t.”


			The innkeeper pointed toward the door. 


			I shuddered, hoping that my tails would take my expulsion as evidence that I wasn’t worth anything. Still, they’d probably beat me and take what they could to be sure. I couldn’t lose my gear now. Not that I was this close. I crouched, ready to bolt outside at top speed to give them a surprise.


			Then, a gentle hand gripped my shoulder. 


			“Well, I’d be happy to pay the difference for your room, my boy.” A chair creaked as an older man wearing a tweed coat and pants stood from his seat at the bar beside me. Razor-sharp, gray eyes struck a contrast with the man’s kind, smiling face. He was so short that even I had to look down to see him. 


			I avoided his piercing gaze and mumbled. “I don’t need charity, thank you.” 


			The innkeeper leaned over the counter and muttered in a confidential tone to the stranger. “You hear that, Doctor? The slummer doesn’t need charity.”


			I raised my eyebrows. What the hell was a doctor doing in this dust hole?


			“Now, now, Ralph. I find we all need charity sometimes,” The doctor lifted up an old tweed handbag and set it on the bar. Metal instruments softly clattered as he reached inside and drew out two blue water chits. 


			“I’ll be fine.” I stuck out my chest. “Besides, I’m going to be the one saving you before long. I’m bringing the water back.”


			Ralph laughed. “Oh, is that so? You’re our little rainmaker, are you?” 


			I could have explained a portion of my plan safely. I could have dizzied him with my knowledge of the bug in the Distributor’s own infrastructure, but a dusty innkeeper like Ralph wouldn’t care. Besides, I hated being made fun of. I shouldn’t take the bait, but heat rose to my cheeks anyway. “So what if I am?” 


			“Well rainmakers pay three chits for their rooms, cause they got so much extra.”


			The doctor gave me a thoughtful look before grasping my wrist and frowning at the innkeeper. “Come now, Ralph, you only charged me a half chit for my bed.”


			Ralph jerked his bearded chin at me. “Boy’s a slummer rat. And a crazy one with this rainmaker talk.”


			I stepped forward automatically. The doctor’s grip on my arm didn’t tighten, but it was as immovable as iron. I couldn’t even move my foot. The Doctor’s gray eyes studied me as if he’d seen me for the first time. He drew me back with no signs of effort on his placid face. The old doctor must have more muscle than what showed through his tweed coat. 


			


			The doctor lifted the lip of my computer bag with one hand, exposing the ranks of my hard drives, the silver sphere of my EMP, and the wires connecting all my different batteries, fans, and peripheries to the motherboard I’d stitched into the satchel. “I wonder how exactly you intend to increase the water supply. It’s rare to find someone with Last America technology these days.” 


			“I wouldn’t want to spoil the surprise.” I turned my back on the doctor and faced Ralph. He folded his arms, glancing between me and the doctor uncomfortably. Angering a traveling doctor was something to be avoided at all costs, and Ralph knew it. 


			I slapped my last half-chit coin on the bar and asked Ralph, “Paying or leaving?” 


			Ralph hesitated before sliding the coin into his pocket. It was a fair price, after all. “No dining room. Just head to your bunk and sleep. Bed thirty-two.”


			I itched to object, but it looked like giving me a fair price had already pissed off Ralph more than enough. Besides, tomorrow would be a big day, and sleep sounded divine after three days of sand and sun.


			Hiding the rest of the contents of my computer bag from the nosy doctor, I turned and marched toward the end of the bar where a hallway opened onto the dormitories. I ducked inside.


			Four tiers of bunk beds had been stacked to the ceiling. The bed Ralph had assigned me hung less than a meter from the plastic and scrap-metal roof. That was where us slummers wound up if we could afford a place like this. If someone rolled out of their beds at night, we’d be the ones who fell the farthest and break our necks. 


			A few scraps of worn clothing hung from the ladder leading up to my bunk, but their owners must have still been out in the dining room. Thankfully, the dorms were empty. 


			I still had to finish my plan B for tomorrow. 


			I sat up in my bunk, drew the silver globe of my EMP disruptor out of my computer bag, and unscrewed its top hemisphere. A few silicon anode batteries I’d salvaged sat in the center of the device along with a series of circuit boards and wires. I held my breath as I used tweezers to make the last connections. 


			


			This device was a risk, but a necessary one. If I shorted one circuit with the device open like this, I’d blow a Friedrich-shaped hole in the dormitory and probably set the building on fire. However, once this device was finished and closed, it could disable any electronics in a half-kilometer radius.


			I needed Walter to give me a ride to the Distributor and let me test my patch on his caravan. All my research suggested Distributor caravans ran on the same systems architecture as the Distributor, so effectively, I’d be supercharging his caravan, making it one of the most formidable machines in the Barrens. Able to reach farther and go faster than any other.


			When dangling a carrot like that in front of someone as greedy as Walter, it didn’t hurt to have insurance. I threaded a few more wires into the EMP’s timing system and for the first time in months, I let myself hope.


			The Distributor was closer now than ever. If I could install my patch on their core system, it would propagate to every other child node. I could gain control over every computer, vaporizer, and caravan in the entire Distributor network while simultaneously tripling their output.


			I’d bring water to the thirsty Barrens and unseat its tyrant in one code push. I’d be able to fulfill Dad’s vision: every family in the Barrens would have water. Absolutely no one would ever have to suffer like Mom and Collette.
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			The Distributor’s water caravan carved across the sea of sand, tacking its course for West Crawford. Ten cars glittered in the morning sun, each bearing the red mark of the Distributor. The enormous engine dragging the train along the sand boasted the sleek chrome curves of the new Model 7. 


			


			Thank the sands my information had been good. That was a regional commander’s caravan if I’d ever seen one. 


			Leaning against the inn’s alley wall, I crouched behind a heap of trash between the inn and the mercantile and armed my EMP, twisting its top hemisphere until a tiny digital dial read: 02:00. I hoped to the empty sands that I wouldn’t need to use my plan B, but Dad always said that good engineers use backups. 


			Brushing the alley’s refuse-stained sand off my knees, I ducked into the flow of townspeople heading toward the caravan stop. I adopted the shuffling walk of the downtrodden around me, but I kept my gaze on the horizon. Even if it risked attracting the attention of vultures like the ones last night, I’d not bend my neck. 


			Thankfully, no hunters or desperate slummers picked me out of the crowd. My sunken cheeks and dust-stained clothes probably helped, but I wasn’t even carrying a Distributor-issued water cube. All the real locals pulled the clear plastic squares behind them or hugged them to their chests as they shuffled to the water stop with singular focus.


			West Crawford wasn’t much more than a burn mark on the ocean of sand around it, but with every step I took, more people crammed into the streets than seemed possible. My data had been wrong about this place. The two squat rows of buildings and the surrounding slums didn’t house hundreds of thirsty people, but thousands. The drought must be worse than I’d thought. 


			I shoved forward, but even without a water cube, my scrawny arms could barely get me a meter closer. 


			The caravan stop was little more than an open clearing of sand with a long, low row of cement steps that the caravan would pull alongside. Slabs of cracked concrete like this were the main fixture of every hellhole town in the Barrens. The problem was, this one was packed with more people than it could handle. 


			How in the sands would I claw to the front of that?


			Gritting my teeth, I angled toward the northern end of the stop and elbowed my way forward. People grunted in annoyance, but a few moved aside. Sweat salted my lips, and the combined aroma of hundreds of very dirty people assaulted my nose. I thought it would start bleeding. 


			Trying not to breathe, I shoved through the compressed mass of sweating mothers, carpenters, seamstresses, and fathers. I’d covered most of the distance to the front of the line when the caravan took its final turn toward town. 


			Brakes squealed. As the hulking machine slowed, the crowd went insane. A surge of arms and grasping hands shoved me back, and I lost two rows immediately. 


			Sunlight flashed off polished chrome, and the machine’s engine blurred by the stop. Behind it, storage cars rumbled past, each carried by huge treads champing the sand. 


			The water cars came into view, and the aroma of moisture immediately filled the desert air. The slosh and clap of tons of liquid in the tanks sounded over the crowd, and they cheered. Hell, I was cheering too. My throat burned for a drink, and the water in those tanks would be ice-cold perfection, nothing like the warm, stale trash I bought from the inn.


			I resumed clawing and shoving and kicking to regain the ground I’d lost, but the water drew the crowd forward with such immovable magnetism that their flesh solidified into an iron wall. 


			The caravan finally stopped. The kind and gentle townsfolk of West Crawford mauled each other to be the first to shove their cubes into the fixtures lining each tank car’s base. Once a cube was plugged in, its owner slid a blue water chit into coin slots next to them. With a burst of blue, the tanks filled up and ejected. Then, the next person hurled them out of the way and did the same.


			Just as the first rank of townspeople filled up, I lost my footing. 


			I hadn’t been ready for the crowd to surge forward as a single, unified, and slightly insane, organism. I stumbled, and some kind gentleman, whom I might have cut off earlier, decided it would be a phenomenal idea to elbow me in the temple in my moment of imbalance.


			My ribs slammed against the sand. Stomping feet surrounded me as I fought to crouch. Then, a knee caught me behind the ear. My vision swam, and I collapsed again, gasping and inhaling the dust the tromping crowd kicked up. Coughing, I rolled over and stared upward. 


			Desperate, I stretched out my hand for help. A boot heel caught my stomach and ground me back into the dirt. Another foot, another shove. I couldn’t get my bruised legs beneath me. The air pressed out of my lungs. I used the last of my breath to shout, but all that came out was a smothered gasp.


			A booming voice blasted across the crowd from far above me. “Order, people. Order or my men open fire.” 


			Air filled my lungs again. Silence fell across the caravan stop. The townspeople bowed their heads and maintained perfect rows. Gasping, I scrambled to my feet. 


			Two looming figures stood on top of the water car. One of them was my target: Walter. He stood in front, his blue regional commander’s uniform stretching at the seams around his obese body. I swear, he must have weighed over one hundred kilos. 


			Beside him stood a Silent Man. This one loomed over the stout commander. Scars wound across its skin from its feet to its bald head. Muscles rippled beneath its simple sackcloth tunic. 


			Silent Men were said to watch critical agents of the Distributor and destroy them if they disobeyed Distributor commands. Still, there wasn’t much good information about those creatures. I’d only found sparse details and rumors I half believed. Some people thought their touch corrupted minds. Others swore that you’d become like them if you looked in their eyes. The only thing I was sure about was that if you could keep your distance, do it. 


			Behind the commander, I saw a flash of red. Was another person on top of the caravan? I strained to see, but a moment later Walter lifted his microphone and boomed over the clearing, “Keep to your lines. You have thirty minutes.” 


			I reached into my pants pocket and checked my dad’s watch. I had an hour and forty minutes before my EMP fired.


			A pack of men wearing black armor and holding rifles hopped out of the caravan’s other cars and surrounded the crowd. A few guards split off to a separate caravan stop a few cars down where the landowners filled enormous water tanks attached to carts dragged by packs of slummers. 


			I shoved forward again, but now that order had been imposed, the lines in front of the water tanks became immovable. If I waited for the crowd to clear, I’d have no time to negotiate before the caravan left. 


			I studied the regional commander’s squat form for a moment, then it clicked. His microphone—it was wireless.


			Fighting for some room, I dug my keyboard and monitor out of my computer bag. I hoped my radio receiver and transmitter still worked as I typed in a query to find nearby radio frequencies.


			—> scan.freq(2.5, 5, gHz)


			<— freq_list(


			2.5341 - 1.222.168.1 - Active = True


			2.7892 - 12.132.34.1 - Active = True


			4.8921 - 4.209.213.23 - Active = False


			)


			Luckily West Crawford had no tech. With three radio frequencies in range, pinpointing the microphone would be easy. But would the display I was about to put on impress the townspeople enough for them to let me forward? Most slummers and landowners never used Last America tech, and to them even a minor technological trick looked like sorcery. 


			—> freq_emulate(12.132.34.1)


			—> freq_broadcast.source(internal_microphone())


			—> set_system.broadcast(True)


			I ran the command and plugged my small microphone into a COM port sewn into one of the edges of my computer bag. 


			


			Stomping feet and rustling cloth squealed out of the caravan’s speakers, feeding back to my microphone. The crowd cringed, covering their ears, and even the steady progress of the lines faltered as folks craned their necks searching for the source of the noise. 


			Walter’s head whipped up, jiggling the hackles of his neck, and the Silent Man beside him tensed. Only now, the third figure came forward. It was a woman a few years older than me, maybe in her midtwenties, wearing a stunning red dress, ebony arms folded across her chest. She stared down at the crowd like a dissatisfied queen, and to make things worse, I recognized her. 


			I couldn’t guess how Layla, that god-awful landowner who convinced Mom and Collette to take the pilgrimage to the Black City got here, but if she recognized me, all would be lost. 


			Cursing I tugged my jacket’s threadbare hood over my head, hoping it would shield my face from her long enough that I could work out my bargain with Walter. Unfortunately, he looked pretty pissed right now. He boomed over the speakers, “Whoever is tampering with my system has ten seconds to identify themselves.”


			The guards surrounding the crowd understood the implied “or else” and they loaded their rifles with a metallic click. 


			My hands shook. This was crazy, but sands, what other options besides the desperate ones did slummers like me have? 


			“I’m the best engineer in the Barrens, and you need my help.” The feedback stopped as my voice boomed across the crowd. I lowered my voice a little so it wouldn’t be easily recognizable. The crowd’s attention fell on me, all stared like I’d worked magic. It felt good. 


			West Crawford’s desperate masses backed away, and a circle of empty sand expanded around where I’d crouched over my computer bag. I stood alone, the center of a bullseye, awkwardly smiling up at Walter. My stupid voice shook, and I struggled to keep it pitched low. “I’ve built something . . . Something I think a man of business like you would be interested in seeing.”


			Silence. The commander folded his arms and stared down at me, scowling. 


			“There’s water in it for you. Hundreds of liters worth.”


			


			Walter pointed at me. In one slow movement, the Silent Man stepped off the caravan, dropped twenty feet, and landed in the sand without even a grunt. Horrified shouts rose from the people around it. Another circle of sand opened around it. 


			It marched toward me. 


			I stumbled back, every neuron in my brain screaming at me to get away from the enormous scarred humanoid, but the townsfolk behind me blocked my escape. Leaving me as an offering, they must have figured that letting the aberration die quickly would get them back to filling up water sooner. 


			The Silent Man marched closer, and the maze of scars covering its skin sharpened. Words. Horrible words. I didn’t know the language, but my mind sensed that something terrible had been carved into its flesh. Sunlight reflected off little points of what looked like glass protruding out from its bald scalp. Its dead eyes spelled hate, twitching after my every movement. This thing would tear my throat out without blinking. 


			Instinct pulled my knees to my chest. I clutched my computer bag like a desperate child as it neared. I needed to do something. To say something. My damned shaking fingers fumbled my microphone, and my voice squeaked as I shouted out one last desperate call, “I know the Distributor is running out of water.”


			The crowd’s nervous murmurs fell silent, and the regional commander jerked upright. He made a few hand signals to the Silent Man, and it broke into a sprint, closing the last few meters between us. 


			Its huge hand wrapped around my jacket, yanking me off the ground, and I heard my own squeals coming out on the caravan’s speakers. Way to die with dignity, Friedrich. 


			Wait, I wasn’t dead. 


			I was moving. 


			Holding me by my thin shirt and jacket, the creature hauled me, computer bag and all, through the opening in the crowd back to the regional commander. Relief washed through me as I realized the Silent Man had only grabbed my clothes. Call me superstitious, but I’d read enough reports about touching these things to make even a scientific mind nervous. Walter glared down at me from the top of the caravan, and Layla turned the back of her red dress to me as if hiding her gaze from what might become a gory scene. 


			Walter spoke to the crowd as he marched toward the far end of the water car. “Just another deranged slummer. Continue filling, everyone. I’ll ensure he doesn’t disturb you.” 


			Giving him a few suspicious looks, the crowd resumed filling up their water. Most ignored me now, but a few switched lines to get closer to the end of the caravan where the Silent Man was dragging me. 


			Walter’s hook nose and scowling face peered at me from the top of the caravan. “Let me guess, another idiot engineer answering the Distributor’s summons. Well, idiot, are you trying to start a mob?” 


			My microphone dragged behind me now, so our conversation was private. I tried to loosen the Silent Man’s grip on my neck as I relied, “It’s true. Humidity levels are down, and wells are drying up.”


			“So?”


			“So, you need my help.”


			“Wrong.” Walter folded his arms. “If they’re really running low, the Distributor might need your help, but I’m a businessman. I don’t care if these sheep live or die or go crazy with thirst. Try again.”


			“I can make your caravan the most profitable one in the Distributor’s network.”


			Walter made a few hand motions to the Silent Man, and it released its grip on my jacket. I stumbled forward into the sand, coughing. 


			A smile tugged at Walter’s cheek. “That’s better. Explain.” 


			​“The Distributor is running out of water because their collection methods are inefficient. The same inefficiency is in all their equipment, including caravans. I could make yours run farther, with fewer people, and reduce your tank’s evaporation rate.” I waved a hand to the rows of West Crawford’s finest all lined up at the water tank swapping out empty water cubes for filled ones. “I bet you could get three more towns like this in your route.”


			Walter squinted his tiny eyes at me. I thanked the empty skies for the greed glistening in his eyes as he replied, “And you want me to do what? Introduce you to the Distributor elite? Tell them that another fine engineer is here for their games.”


			


			“No. I just need a ride to the Distributor. I’ll be quiet as a sand rat.” I didn’t mention that I’d be using his caravan to test my patch’s ability to control any Distributor system it was installed on. I’d leave that as a little surprise for Walter when the deal was done. If he tried to double cross me, being able to control his caravan would be useful, another plan B. 


			“Interesting.” Walter’s thick fingers pinched his hardly visible chin as he studied me. 


			I smiled back up at him and just then, I noticed a flash of red behind him. I ducked my head lower, letting my hood fall more completely over my forehead. Layla placed a lazy arm on Walter’s shoulder and asked, “Doing business, are we? Will there ever be a stop without more business?”


			I sidestepped, putting Walter’s bulk between myself and Layla as Walter replied to her, “Opportunities should never be ignored. Besides . . . this is interesting.” 


			He turned back to me. “You will ride in the crew’s quarters. If my engineering staff doesn’t observe a measurable drop in our evaporation rates after the next few days, well, you’ll be very sorry you bothered me.”


			Stopping myself from grimacing, I forced a smile. “When my patch has resolved the inefficiencies in the Distributor navigation architecture, you won’t need an engineering staff anymore.”


			Walter chuffed out a laugh and waved me to the accordioned metal connection between the cars where a small porthole entrance opened beneath. A rush of elation warmed my bones. 


			I ducked to enter, and my hood quirked back.


			Layla’s almond eyes opened wide, and her soft features twisted in shock. I turned begging eyes to her, and shook my head, desperate. 


			“Friedrich?” Her voice came out at a shriek. Walter crouched reflexively at the volume of her voice. 


			“I . . . ah . . . Layla! Long time. It seems you’re doing well.” I waved a sweating hand at her more-than-revealing red dress. 


			“You know him?” Walter asked her. 


			She nodded, her eyes never leaving me. “He’s a slummer rat.”


			The words slipped out before I could stop them, “You watch your mouth, landowner.”


			


			Walter raised an eyebrow to me, but only resumed his conversation with Layla. “He may be what you say, but his proposition . . . should we trust him? Could he understand our cause?”


			“No.” She lifted the sleeve of her red dress showing a thick line of scars that ran up from her arm and along her neck. “He gave me these.”


			“Liar!” 


			I looked up and saw the glee of hate behind her calm eyes. She would enjoy this. Walter made a quick hand motion, and his Silent Man seized my throat. 


			The creature’s icy skin chilled my neck as it lifted me off the ground, and the cold seemed to creep into my own flesh. So cold. Like a corpse. I clawed at its fingers, but the cold spread to my fingertips, numbing my hands into uselessness.


			Panic tightened my gut, and I whimpered through a half-shut windpipe, “Not me . . . didn’t do . . .” 


			Walter put his hands on his knees and smiled at me. “It doesn’t matter what you did. If she doesn’t like you, we don’t do business, and she really doesn’t like you.” 


			As the Silent Man’s scarred hands tightened around my neck, I grunted and kicked wildly. My heel struck the creature’s face, but the Silent Man didn’t even flinch. The cold sank deeper into my neck. It crawled into my spine.


			Walter spoke as if we were chatting over tall glasses of water, “So we’re in a bit of a pickle, here, boy. You’ve still got something that I want.”


			He made a few more hand motions to his Silent Man. Still holding me with one hand, the hulking creature seized the computer bag from my shoulder, tore it from my grasping hands, and handed it to Walter. 


			I glared up at Walter, trying to force words out of my tight neck. “There . . . more . . .” 


			Walter weighed my computer bag in his hands. “Don’t think for one moment that I don’t realize that if your program can fix a kernel level bug, it can also take over Distributor devices.”


			My eyes snapped wide open at that. Sands, had it been that obvious? 


			


			“Something this valuable shouldn’t be left in the hands of . . .” He looked over at Layla, searching for the word. “A slummer rat.”


			“You . . . kill me?”


			I wanted to shout, but the freezing pressure on my windpipe squeezed my breath to a desperate hiss. Layla whispered a few low words to Walter who still loomed over me. “She tells me you left her to die years ago. I suppose I’ll, what is it you Barrens folk say, ‘I’ll cut the imbalanced line.’”


			“Program . . . too complicated . . .” 


			“Well, if I have any questions about your software, I’ll know exactly where to find you.” Walter turned to his Silent Men. “Make it hurt.”


			The creature’s scarred fist tightened. Cold roared through my body, and then a strange warmth started just around my neck. That warmth . . . it felt good. The edges of my vision started to gray, and a raw animal panic reduced my struggle to limp kicks. Above me, I saw Layla’s grin falter for a moment, but Walter seemed to be thoroughly enjoying the show, my computer bag now slung over his shoulder.


			Then the Silent Man pulled me close, its dead breath icy on my cheek. The thing opened its sunken mouth to scream at me, and I realized exactly why these things drove men mad.


			An empty void yawned before me. It had no teeth, no tongue. The scream was only an echo of a rasping breath as if the monster wanted to inhale the world and exhale only silence. 


			I tasted blood. And something like searing electricity passed through the Silent Man’s hand. A wave of pain spread out from my neck. My feet twitched, wriggling in midair. The Silent Man’s hissing breath didn’t grow louder, but it surrounded me now, engulfed me. Then I heard a voice. It sounded ancient, rotten. 


			It throbbed in my skull as if it were being transmitted through my bones. 


			


			“To the tower. The first of three. To the tower you must come.” 


			At the edges of my fading sight, I saw a gray tower looming over me, carved out of solid chrome. Then a pool of black liquid filling up a pit in the sand, and then a plateau that stretched past the edge of sight. 


			A shake from the Silent Man rattled my bones, and the vision cleared. A hissing howl issued from my half-shut throat. 


			The caravan stop and the bustling townspeople swirled around me in full color. Had anyone else heard that voice? I blinked in surprise. Was I going insane? Everything around me, besides the hulking golem squeezing my head off, was business as usual. 


			My hands fell to my side, cold, useless. The desert, the caravan, Layla, West Crawford, the sea of thirsty townspeople, and the smirking, greedy Walter all narrowed to a tiny porthole in the center of my sight. Everything went dark.


			


		




		

			Chapter Three


			Sand and Shadow


			​


			I’m a fool. I’ve maintained a low profile during my stay, but tonight, I couldn’t help myself. Gabrielle was nearly seventy, and so kind for someone with nothing. I pressed my extra water into her wrinkled fingers and left through the opposite end of the alley. That’s the only reason I’m alive. They were waiting for her. I found her body mutilated. The canteen and her few possessions were gone. Bastards.


			— Claude’s Journal - 085.09.26


			I woke up gasping, throat on fire. I rolled across the sand, pawing at my neck, mouth open, heaving. It felt like that Silent Man was still squeezing my throat. The mineral taste of teeth clenched too tightly filled my mouth. I coughed and spat a mix of blood and saliva onto the caravan stop’s densely packed sand. 


			I forced myself to a seated position, my jerky movements digging trenches in the sand. The stop stood empty: caravan and crowd gone. The sun still hung in the same position in the sky, and the caravan’s tracks winding out of town looked fresh. I hadn’t lost that much time. 


			How had my plan had gone so wrong? How had Layla gotten here? Months of planning gone, and all I had left was a gamble on my plan B. And it was a big gamble. If they found my EMP after it went off, everything would be over. 


			I had been stupid. The second I recognized her, I should have left. I’d be low on water, but with my computer I could at least earn enough to scrape by for a few more months until another greedy caravan driver came around these parts. Now, everything I’d done after that raid with Ivanovna depended on my EMP.


			I tried to curse, but the only sound I made was a croaking gasp. I rubbed my neck. My eyes watered. Even a gentle touch burned the skin.


			An image of a tower had flashed into my mind when the Silent Man had grabbed me, and other places and images had appeared less clearly. And that voice. That horrible voice. There was obviously something very wrong with those tongueless monsters, but had it rubbed off somehow? Its grip had been so cold, and then that flash of heat. Had it done something to me?


			I shook my head and yanked my father’s watch from my pocket. My EMP would go off in twenty minutes and maroon Walter’s caravan. I had time, but not much. 


			If one of the caravan’s engineers discovered my EMP, they could be back on the road in minutes, leaving me wandering the dunes with no water and nothing to find. 


			Water. I needed to go into town for water and, sands, maybe even a gun. Then, I’d have to start moving.


			A fierce grin tightened my dry lips. I wiped mud off my face and leaped to my feet. 


			My neck roared in agony, and with a breathless squeal, I fell back down onto my face, pawing at my neck like a wounded rat. 


			Behind me, someone said, “Quickly, help him onto the steps.” 


			Two hands covered in wiry black hair wrapped around my arms and heaved me into a seated position on the stop’s cement steps. Wrapped in his heavy cloak, Ralph the innkeeper gave me a wry look from beneath his thick beard. “How them plans going for you?” 


			I gave him a regal look and replied, “On schedule, actually. Thanks for the interest, but I’ll be off after that caravan now.”


			Only a vague hissing sound actually escaped my lips. Beat to the dead hills as I was, I blushed. 


			“Don’t mock the boy,” the other voice said. I turned to see the squat doctor hurrying forward, rummaging through a tweed bag that matched his jacket and pants. He set his bag down and uncorked a tincture of some pungent ointment. 


			The stink of mold and rot issued from the bottle. I recoiled as the doctor perched beside me on the cement steps and peered at my neck. “I’ve seen a few wounds caused by Silent Men, but this . . . it can’t be . . .”


			He reached for my neck, but I pushed myself back. I wasn’t letting some desert quack tamper with me. I’d lived in the Barrens long enough to know better than to let anyone who wasn’t family get too close. Everyone had some angle they were working.


			The doctor sighed at my suspicion. He withdrew a mirror from his bag and pointed it at my neck. 


			My throat didn’t work well enough to scream, but my breath sped up. Scars. That writing, the Silent Man’s scars stood out on my neck in a clear pattern of bruising. 


			“Still don’t want my help?” The doctor put the mirror away and reached for my neck again. 


			I only flinched a little as he used two fingers to apply that horrible-smelling tincture to my neck.


			Agony. My eyes whipped open. I tried to shove myself upright, but gentle pressure from the doctor’s arm pinned me to the steps as he finished applying the ointment. Was that boiling oil? Acid? I couldn’t collect my thoughts enough to do anything but howl.


			Wait. I was howling. “My . . . my voice works?”


			“Yes, now if you would stop struggling. These words look like a binding of some—” 


			


			“Doctor, I’ve . . . thank you, but I’ve got to move . . .” The sun sat noticeably lower against the horizon. 


			West Crawford’s streets were mostly empty, folks probably were all at home enjoying an extra ration or two from their water cubes. Ralph stood alone in the clearing, weighing my father’s watch in his thick hands. I shouted, “That’s mine!”


			He raised his bushy eyebrows. “How’s it that a slummer like you has such a nice trinket?”


			I held out my hand, not dignifying him with a response. He flicked it open and inspected the picture of my family inside. He stopped glaring after he saw my face among them and passed me the watch.


			Even though it was stupid, the question I’d asked nearly everyone in every town came to my lips.


			“You seen him?” I pointed to my dad’s picture.


			“Nope.” Ralph turned his back to me and tapped his foot, apparently annoyed that the doctor was still frowning at my neck.


			“Oh . . . oh no.” With a quick movement, the doctor ran his thumb along my chin. It came away red with blood. “Something happened. With the Silent Man.”


			The doctor’s strange gray eyes never left me; he laid a hand on my shoulder and held up his bloody finger. “Do you remember if you started bleeding while the Silent Man attacked you? Did you bite your lip? Chip a tooth perhaps? This is very important, please think.”


			I couldn’t picture what happened with the Silent Man clearly. I shook my head, running my fingers along my neck, wondering if the scars were still there. “Maybe. I saw a tower . . . I don’t know. I was being strangled.”


			The doctor folded his hands patiently. “Please, go on. Do you remember details? Anything you recognized?”


			“I . . . I don’t have time . . .” A breeze sprinkled sand into the caravan’s deep tracks.


			The doctor stared at me in shock. “You can’t be considering pursuing that caravan.”


			“I have a plan, but I need to go to town and get a gun firs . . .” I trailed off, my eye catching the pistol on Ralph’s belt. 


			


			He noticed me looking and put a protective hand on his holster. 


			Slipping the photo of my family out of my father’s watch, I held up the silver timepiece by its chain. I grinned at Ralph. “You could save me a trip to town.”


			“A stone-dumb slummer like you won’t last long out in the empty.” Ralph laughed and shook his head. 


			I stood and took a step forward. “I won’t need to last long. I just need to move fast.” 


			The doctor laid a hand on my shoulder. “Don’t. At least wait until I can identify the typ—”


			Pushing his hand away, I staggered forward. I must have looked like a crazed animal, hair sticking out wildly, blood creeping down my cheeks from the Silent Man’s abuse, and skin a bright shade of red after lying in the sand for however long I’d been out. 


			I glared at Ralph and said, “You’ll only get a chance at this once. And even now, I’m only pawning it for six months. Let’s say we trade for that pistol of yours and a canteen of water.”


			That got a grin from the innkeeper. “Pawning, eh? Like you’re coming back to get it.”


			“I’ll be doing more than that.”


			He folded his broad arms and frowned. “Yes, you already told me you’d be bringing us water. Let me know when you expect the rain to come in, and I’ll be sure to get my tan.”


			My jaw tensed, but I just met his eyes and asked, “Paying or leaving?”


			Even with his distinguished guest, the doctor, giving him a horrified look, Ralph took a rusted canteen from his heavy cloak’s pocket and passed it to me. 


			Next, he emptied out the ammunition from his revolver and handed me the gun with one hand and the bullets with the other. He pulled back his cloak to reveal another pistol. “You don’t load that till you’re way out of town, understand?”


			I turned and started following the caravan’s tracks out of town. I wanted to tell that innkeeper to drink his own piss, but time was wasting, and I did want my watch back one day. (See? I could be diplomatic.) 


			


			I hadn’t gone fifty yards when I heard a few hasty breaths behind me. Ralph stood at the caravan stop scowling with the doctor’s tool bag in his arms as the doctor hurried after me as fast as his stubby legs could carry him. 


			Breathless, he said to me, “You heard something, didn’t you?”


			“Maybe I did.”


			“Fascinating . . . saw and heard something,” he muttered before shaking himself and addressing me directly. “I understand you have . . . things to do . . . but I think you might be able to help me.”


			Still moving, I turned and said to him, “I can barely help myself. My last year of work just drove out of town with some irreplaceable gear, so if you’ll excuse me.”


			“I’m looking for someone, you see. Someone who works with Silent Men and can cast his voice a very long way.” He looked lost in thought, as if he were talking to himself. 


			“I’m lucky to be alive after brushing up with one of those Silent Man things. If your friend has anything to do with those monsters, I don’t want to meet him.”


			“I don’t either, but I must find him. He’s been searching the Barrens. I’ve noticed his work in the Empty Castles to the north and on the southern flats. I need to find him before he . . . happens upon whatever it is he’s searching for.” The doctor pulled a small metal device from his tweed jacket’s pocket. He held it out to me. It was a standard location transponder. A device that would broadcast its coordinates to another paired device that I presumed the doctor had. 


			“You can’t be serious.”


			“I am. This person I’m looking for, he’s very . . . well versed in certain skills. There are places and items that can enhance his abilities, but it’s hard to predict where he will go if I’m not sure what he’s after.” He pointed to the odd pattern of bruising on my neck. “If you are following this caravan and its Silent Men, notify me if you observe any . . . oddities out in the empty. I can help you.”


			My hand drifted to my collar, skin still throbbing in the shape of those letters. I stared at the transponder. It would be risky. Anyone in the Distributor’s employ would see it as a spy’s tool. If I ever was lucky enough to reach the Distributor, they’d be watching for devices like this.


			I looked the doctor hard in his gray eyes and shook my head.


			“Please.” He clasped his hands. “You don’t understand.”


			I shook my head again and turned away. 


			He sighed, tucking the location transponder into his pocket. Then, he smiled at me. “If you find that you need any . . . medical help, I’ll be in the town of Nightfall next. I don’t see injuries like your neck often. If anything feels strange . . . well, just be careful . . .”


			“Thanks, doc.” I started marching into the sands, hoping that keeping a hand on my new revolver would lessen the dread oozing up my spine. 


			It didn’t. 


			“No need to call me that,” the doctor called after me. “My friends just refer to me as the Wanderer.”


			I waved to him over my shoulder as I followed the caravan’s track. I almost turned around. Even if the Wanderer was crazy, there was something abnormal going on. Legends say that after the Last America fell seventy years ago, unnatural things crept back into the sands. I shook my head, shoving those thoughts out of my mind. In all likelihood, the strange vision I’d seen was simply a stress-induced hallucination.
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			The sun dipped below the horizon, and the desert got cold. The temperature fell so quickly, I thought the whole damn Barrens would ice over. Frozen sand crunched beneath my feet, and my breath fogged. Moonlight illuminated the caravan’s weaving track through the dunes toward a set of rocky hills in the distance. 


			Walking through the absolute silence of the desert at night makes you think. 


			


			The superstitious part of my mind turned over the Silent Man’s attack again and again. I had heard a lot of strange stories about those Silent Men, and what had that doctor said about a friend whose voice could reach a long way? And Layla, what in the sands was she doing with a Distributor regional commander? 


			Her scandalous dress told one story, but if I knew her, she had some other racket going, just like her family had back home in Belmont. Our town thought they’d meant well, supporting those embarking on the pilgrimage to the Black City. Back when things were better, I’d even talked with Layla at town gatherings. We became friends. That lasted right up until our town discovered that her family was getting a kickback for every soul they sent to the Black City. 


			Oh, and those pilgrims? All the people they’d sent to the Black City went straight to the oil pits. Most didn’t last six months. 


			Our town hated them after that. They’d profited from selling our brothers and sisters and mothers to the Black City, but they were landowners. Untouchable.


			Despite all that, it didn’t take two months for Layla and her father to convince Mom and Collette to make the pilgrimage too. They said a short but comfortable life of hard work and great rewards in the Black City was better than bleeding out the years selling themselves to the town’s ore miners and awaiting my dad’s hypothetical return. Mom and Collette must have agreed. Even now, I hoped Mom and Collette had been able to enjoy the promised nights of feasting and repose in the Black City after working days in the pits. Maybe they’d been happy, but they’d still died. The pits were deadly work, and Layla had sent them there. 


			I spent years trapped in Belmont, hating Layla, powerless. Every month when I paid my tribute to her family, I pasted on a smile, but even then, they frowned on my engineering. Their disdain stopped people from hiring me, and before long, I couldn’t even get enough water together to leave. 


			Funny enough, the day the raiders sacked Belmont changed my life for the better. It was fall, and the air was crisp, and I heard screaming at the edge of town. I’d lived in the Barrens long enough to know that I needed to get my stuff and start running long before those shouts got any closer. 


			As I ran, I found full canteens on my neighbors’ corpses. What kind of raiding crew killed poor miners and slummers and left the water? There was nothing to gain. Folks I’d known since childhood littered the sand as bloody heaps between burning tents. Some had even been trampled. The raiders were riding damned horses. Horses! I hadn’t even known those monsters still existed. 


			At the edge of Belmont’s outskirts, I noticed someone following me: Layla. Behind her there were about twenty men, on huge frothing horses.


			I ran for the canyon system near the iron mines. I knew the mining complex well enough that if I could reach the entrance, they’d never find me. Layla, the landowner, didn’t. I scrabbled up a rough section of rock, struggling not to slip on the scree. 


			Panting, I rolled onto the crumbling ledge of the mine’s main entrance.


			Layla struggled a few feet below. She scrambled three-quarters of the way up before falling and sliding back down to the bottom of the scree pile. The poor landowner wasn’t planting her feet toe-first like she needed to on the loose stone.


			She stared up at me, panting, eyes wide with terror. She was a few years older than me, which was damned strange considering all the wrong she’d done for someone hardly nineteen.  “Don’t let them take me.”


			I’d been young, and scared, and angry. Skies help me, I turned my back on her, ducked into the mines, and kept running until her screams faded into silence. 


			I lifted my eyes to the cold desert hills stretching out in front of me, empty. Here I was, chasing a caravan with only a sliver of hope that I’d find it before their engineers uncovered my EMP. If I hadn’t deserted Layla that night back home, I’d be riding in the warm caravan, using my patch to learn more about the Distributor’s systems and secure my takeover. Even now, that sin haunted me.


			I probably deserved it. 


			


			I trudged up one of the low foothills, and chunks of granite gave the sand beneath my boots uneven lumps. I reached the hilltop, and the sand dwindled to a spray of dust over stone. The caravan’s tracks completely vanished. 


			Perfect. 


			I glanced behind me. The lights of West Crawford were a dim haze against the horizon. I was almost too far to turn back now. It was freezing cold, and even if my EMP had gone off, hadn’t been discovered, and I found the caravan, I’d have more than my fair share of trouble on my hands. 


			I shifted from foot to foot, the cold wind ripping through my thin jacket. The small canteen Ralph had given me had one sip left. It would be stupid to wander the valleys, hoping to get lucky, but if I turned back, I’d have lost my patch, the Distributor’s code base, and any chance of ever ending their reign.


			If I didn’t get my patch and reach the Distributor, more families would go the same way mine had. 


			I gritted my teeth, and marched forward. The day’s remaining warmth that clung to the stones faded, leaving me wandering between freezing gullies, and scrambling up gravely hillsides. The cold muddied my thoughts, dizzying me, making me so very tired. 


			Momentum carried me a bit too fast down one hillside, each heavy footfall jarred me. I reached the bottom and tried to slow down, but my knees buckled. 


			I found myself lying in the sand a few centimeters from a thorny mesquite bush. (Sometimes things don’t go all bad for me.) I groaned and pulled at a rock poking the small of my back. 


			I’d cut my lip, and for a moment, I tasted the iron of my blood. 


			My body jerked like I’d touched a live wire. My neck burned, and hissing I grasped at it, but a breath later, all my pain and exhaustion dissolved away. 


			The hillside around me vanished. I saw myself crouched in a rough valley. A man covered in black armor marched across a field of bodies, a rifle strapped to his back.


			My body jerked again, and I came back to myself. All the aches and pains and cold and misery rushed back at once. I was back on the hillside, and that rock still jabbed at the small of my back. I grunted, tugged the stone away, and rolled myself onto my chest. Sands, had that been another vision? Was I losing control? 


			My hand drifted to the bruises on my neck.


			My head ached, and my throat stung like I’d drank a handful of dust. I wobbled like a doze chewer, as I forced myself up another hill. 


			When I reached the patch of dirt and stone just before the hill’s crest, my knees wobbled again, and I lay down. Someone had warned me once about falling asleep when cold, but the rough shale against my cheek felt so smooth. My eyelids flickered shut. The aroma of dry sand greeted me, followed by the sweet smell of cooking beef. 


			I sat up, teeth still chattering, but the heavy exhaustion flowed out of me in one rush of adrenaline. I took a deep breath and caught the aroma of beef stew in the air. Clawing my way forward, I crested the hill and peered into the valley of jagged stone that opened below.


			Voices broke the silence.


			Crouching as low as I could manage in my dizzy state, I crept to a jagged granite ledge overlooking a rocky valley.


			Between ocher and rust striped canyon walls lay Walter’s caravan. Laughter rose from small fires where groups of five or ten caravan’s guards sat on their armor and cooked stew. These men had stacked stones to hide some of the fire’s light, but they were still being far too loud and there was far too much light. Even though these Distributor soldiers were the apex predators of the Barrens, their caravan was marooned. 


			That made them the worst thing anyone could be out in the sands: noisy prey.


			For once in my life, I was the predator. I crept down the slick hillsides. With effort, I forced my steps away from the warm fires and warm food and toward a pack of men in overalls gesturing to each other by the engine car. 


			


			A boulder rested on the valley floor a few meters away from the caravan’s engine car. I drew my revolver, ducked behind it, and peered around the edge. 


			The engine car’s chrome plating glittered in the moonlight as four men that looked nothing like soldiers huddled around an open panel. Were these Walter’s engineers? One of them prodded a dipstick into the caravan’s oil tanks while another studied a digital readout with a scrolling list of temperatures. That idiot wore flawless overalls and had styled his hair with some grease or oil.


			Oily turned to the guy with the dipstick and snapped, “Would you stop that, Stephen? I told you; temperature readings are coming in too high.” 


			Stephen scowled back. “What else should I do? No electronics means no cooling system.”


			Oily hurriedly unplugged his temperature gauges from the engine ports and said in a haughty voice, “Error Code 442 usually indicates an overheat catch, so shut up and give it time to cool.”


			I almost started laughing. Sands, if I had known I was dealing with such uneducated engineers, I would have taken my time. What kind of foppish moron styles his hair in the middle of the Barrens? These were worse than fools, they were by-the-books engineers, one of them was even flipping through a manual. People like this didn’t solve problems. They waited for someone else to solve problems, so they could read the instructions those better engineers had left behind. 


			If this was the highest caliber of engineer the Distributor had, it was no wonder they’d never found the bug in their own code. 


			I grinned and ducked into a runner’s crouch, pressing my shoulder against the boulder’s rough granite. Oily was close. Dumb as these engineers were, they were probably invaluable to Walter, and they’d make a great bargaining chip for negotiating a ride. Maybe I’d even get my computer bag back. 


			Oily walked a few steps closer. When I grabbed him, I planned to get a good helping of sand and dirt in that perfect hair of his. I took a deep breath, ready to pounce. 


			


			Oily came even closer, snatching the manual from another engineer and turning to the index in the back. He pointed vigorously at an entry. “I told you. Error 442 is all about temperature. Now just let the people who know what they’re talking about do the—”


			A muffled pop echoed from the opposite cliffside. With a heavy thump, Oily fell down dead, kicking up a cloud of dust.


			I shrunk back behind the boulder’s cover, looking around frantically. 


			A high-caliber bullet had cored a smoking hole in the center of Oily’s forehead, framed by his immaculately styled bangs.
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