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To God and His Messiah, Jesus Christ, for all my blessings and my very life.

And to my parents, for their love and support.
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Part I: The Meeting
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Want to know who to trust when your back is turned?

Give them a knife, and you’ll surely learn.
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Prologue
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One of the things I feel most ashamed of is an incident that happened years ago. My shame, but hopefully not my fear, keeps me from writing down names. There was a boy; he couldn’t have been more than twelve. I was in charge of the training procedures of the recruits. Most of the recruits were in their late teens, except for the boy. A man, who to this day has power over me, wanted to make an example of his son’s abilities. He wanted the boy to fight to the death with a known murderer, who was paid to kill the boy. The boy, amazingly skilled with a sword, won but refused to kill his opponent. The man killed the opponent himself then disarmed the boy. He took him back to the barracks. I followed them, wrongly assuming I had more influence over this man that I, in fac,t did. There were three other men beside the man I’ve spoken of, and two of them restrained the boy as the man prepared to beat the boy with a whip. I objected and was quickly turned against.

Out of fear of what he could do to me if I didn’t, I walked away. The boy seemed the opposite of me as I looked back at him. The look in his eyes was defiant; all other emotion seemed gone. I often wonder about that boy — whether he’s alive or dead. In those days I wasn’t a match for the man I speak of without a weapon, but sometimes I wish I had stayed and taken the same outcome, whatever it was, as the boy had. Certainly, I faced the penalty for my weakness. Sometimes it seems it would have been better not to object at all than to object and then walk away. Of course, it is only fitting that I received the punishment for being “that kind of man.”

While the man in question has become a leading member of the Guild’s elite ruling board, I have become the leader of those cast off ... deemed unworthy to be Guild. I am of those isolated in the wilderness — tasked to clean up any messes the Guild deems fit. I did grow physically stronger after that — much stronger. And I have stoked the ire of these rejected men. I am determined never to be in that inferior position again, so that if I ever meet up with that Guild bastard again he will be made to pay dearly for his miscalculation.

— Signed,

Simon T. James

Leader of the Outliers
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Chapter I
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Life is really like a current. It moves whether you want it to or not. It changes direction, pulls you under. You don’t control where it’s going; yet, sometimes you can manage the twists and turns. Then again, other times it takes you down and you’re left without a breath in your body. I remember a time when I seemed to be out in front of the current. I didn’t notice it pushing me along because I was ahead of it. But things happen; the sailing isn’t smooth. Snarls and twisting branches catch you and slow you down. Once you realize you aren’t in control — once you are no longer so fast you can avoid the pitfalls — it just feels like you head for one tragedy, one punishing end after another.

But I believe in God the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. If all that existed was the ugliness and the pain, life wouldn’t have any meaning for me. I don’t expect a smooth ride in this life, but I am hopeful that in the end because of Him things will right themselves, and I will no longer be a victim of the current.

It is a strange time and place to live in. I try to make sense of everything, but I admit I am at a loss. Things seemed to be going along in a predicable way; then suddenly, it all changed. The loss of control over one’s life, not knowing what will happen tomorrow, is hard. I thought when the electricity stopped that things would be bad, and in a lot of ways they are. Sometimes it’s hard to know which is worse: summer or winter. The heat of the summer is impossible to avoid now. Then again, at times when the night falls and the breeze is strong there is some relief. In the winter, even though there are layers that can be worn, every day drains the strength. You can never quite get over the chill in the bones, the dim light, and the smoke from the chimneys, which never seem to be clean enough.

We haven’t quite gotten a handle on how to live in this world the way it is now. And it grows hard to think you can take even one more ice storm, one more frigid night in the darkness.

Yet it appears to me that human beings are more resilient than they think; that or they are more stubborn. It surprises me that the people around here have managed to make life seem somewhat normal despite everything. For example, when things began to fall apart, my parents and I decided to move to Rockville. We had vacationed here before and knew the area. Plus, it was a lot smaller than where we had been living at the time. We thought that, under the circumstances, it would be a lot easier to survive here. Over all, it was a good move. Most everything, for example, was within walking distance. And the local farmers are able to grow enough food to fulfill the community’s needs.

Moreover, the leadership of men like Dr. Humphrey in Rockville, motivating people to continue to run things like the hospital, has helped. It is what he knew, and he helped us all by lending us the structure. After all, Dr. Humphrey’s hospital building didn’t even start off as a hospital. Though many times hospitals being used today served that purpose previously, occasionally it didn’t work out that way. Some of the previous hospitals had become shelters for a while; some even became housing. Eventually, it just seemed better to start over in a different existing building and convert it into a hospital than take on the task of clearing out and cleaning up a prior hospital. In the case of our town of Rockville, there was never an official hospital here until now. Still, it has been set up so well that there are no complaints. It even has a generator to run the lights from the time the sun sets to the hour the patients are put to bed. We also have collected some solar-powered lights. We leave them out during the day then bring them in at night to light the halls.

I know having a job at the hospital has helped me tremendously. People exchange supplies via the barter system now, so as long as I help out here I am given food and supplies for myself, my parents, and our pets. The farmers are more than generous with those who work here. They know if they get sick we will not hesitate to help them and their families. Still, last week a new concern cropped up on the horizon. I was with Dr. Humphrey when we were informed that the supply of things like antibiotics was dwindling.

I don’t know why the idea of running out of certain things hadn’t occurred to me; it isn’t as though we continued to produce those items ourselves. But whenever we needed them before, some scouting party or even the neighboring hospital always came through. We had also been so careful not to use them except when necessary, and it always seemed like the stockpiles in places across Indiana and Illinois had been so large. I honestly didn’t thinks we’d have to worry about running out for a long time to come. In fact, the scouts from our hospital had been so successful in finding supplies that we were able to share them with other local hospitals. I had thought that by the time that we ran out of medicine things would have changed for the better again. Now our new reality seems to be getting worse instead of better.

“I bet it is the lack of communication, Genevieve.” Dr. Humphrey says to me. “There was no coordination between the hospitals. People may not have been as careful as we have been, or maybe there has been more sickness elsewhere than I am aware. Still, it was bound to happen eventually.”

“Yes.”

“I guess we’ll have to tell the Bainbridge Hospital that we didn’t get the shipment in, so they can be certain the antibiotics are essential to the patient before they are administered.”

I look at him searchingly. It hits me that soon people are going to start dying from infections that we had, up until now, been able to treat. Dr. Humphrey had told me back when I started work that treating the ill was about more than just one person.

“Helping these people,” he had said, “is helping us all.”

I told him I understood. I said that helping to save someone’s life gave us the purpose we needed to deal with the way things are now. That is the day I became his assistant, despite my own lack of experience and my own relatively weak health level. Still, as I stand here, the day’s light beginning to fade, I wonder if that purpose is starting to fade as well.

“Genevieve, would you be willing to go to Bainbridge tomorrow to explain the situation?” Dr. Humphrey asks.

“Sure.” I say. I smile then go on my way.

Sometimes I stay the night at the hospital if there’s a need. Tonight, I’m heading home. I look forward to seeing my parents. I’ll also be able to pack some supplies for my trip tomorrow. It’s not as though Bainbridge is far away; it’s just that the weather can be unpredictable, and the roads are no longer in very good shape. When it rains, the cart doesn’t travel well, so we stay over until the roads dry up. Fortunately, that doesn’t happen very often. It happens even less often to me since I don’t go to Bainbridge very often. Two men named Bob and Terrence are the ones who go routinely. About once every two weeks our hospital sends a cart over to Bainbridge and the hospital they have there. On alternate weeks, the neighboring hospital sends the cart over to our hospital. It takes the better part of a day to make the journey. Bob and Terrence basically transfer patients and supplies. The patients are transferred between hospitals when there’s overcrowding or when one hospital’s physicians have more expertise in a given area than the other. Since it is hard to know ahead of time whether the hospital is full, the patient is usually picked up by the hospital with room. Otherwise, the full hospital could send a patient to the other hospital only to find that there’s no room. Then, they’d be forced to take them back. That could be very problematic since it could rain on the way. Of course, unstable patients aren’t moved. Still, there is a standing practice that the hospital with room sends a person who can do basic first aid along to care for any patients. I guess this time it will be me. As far as the supplies go, it looks doubtful that we will be transporting any of those any time soon. And I get to be the one to break the news.

“Genevieve!” Lucy calls to me. I turn to her. “You’ve about exhausted your supply of paper, I see.”

I had arrived bright and early in the morning with my backpack of supplies, just in case. Still, I was a bit hesitant to wait outside of the hospital with Bob since he has the tendency to talk my ear off. Instead, I had waited inside by the window until Bob and Terrence signaled to me that they are ready to leave. That is where Lucy tracked me down — as I was writing in a notebook about whatever came to mind.

Lucy works at the hospital cafeteria. She came to work here a few months ago and has managed to befriend nearly everyone here including me. I figure she is around the loading dock because she recently started seeing Terrence. I am, however, wrong apparently. I wait for Lucy to draw to her point. Her eyes shift. Usually when Lucy starts conversations seemingly about nothing there is something she’s working the nerve up to say.

“So ... Terrence said that ... well, it may just be a coincidence with the name and all.”

My heart skips suddenly. Why the long hesitation? I look at her with annoyance.

“Okay ...” I say.

“All right.” Lucy sighs as though I’ve dragged it out of her. “Genevieve, I’d ask you to guess, but you’ll never guess. So, you know that Jake guy you told me about?”

“Yes?” I raise an eyebrow.

“Terrence found out that some man named Jake Hannigan is at the hospital in Bainbridge. So, of course, I thought of you.”

I just stare at her in disbelief. It seems unreal to me.

“What does that have to do with me?” I ask her, reflecting on the last part.

“Well, you told me about him. You seem to still have feelings.”

“Had.” I correct her.

“Had.” she repeats. Her eyes dart to the side.

“Anyway, it doesn’t matter.” I tell her. “I doubt it’s him. He’s not from around here.”

“I know. Neither is this guy.” Lucy insists.

“There’s got to be more than one person with that name.” I counter.

“I don’t know.” Lucy says, clearly frustrated. “He fits the description you gave me. Besides, that’s why you’re going to go see him when you’re there. Isn’t that great?”

“So, let me get this straight.  You told everyone what I told you.” I confront her.

“I don’t see what the big deal is. I thought you’d be happy.”

“You remember that I haven’t seen him in a long time?” I ask her.

“Yes.” She nods.

“And that I’m not sure I want to see him.”

“Come on, Genevieve. How can you let this go? If I could see just one person again that I knew before, I’d jump at the chance. Even if I hated them ...”

I am skeptical. I feel torn whether to deny the accusation that I hate him or question her sincerity.

“I don’t hate him.” I decide to say.

“That’s great. Really, I’m so glad. I mean, you’re going anyway.” Lucy concludes. “I figure the least you could do is check. Then, maybe you could finally get over it at last.”

My brow furrows slightly. I had only brought it up to her once. It wasn’t as though I was harping on it. If she asked me about it later, that was on her. In fact, the last time she asked me questions about him was last week.

“How long have you known about this?” I think to ask her.

“About a week. Hey! Don’t look at me like that. When I heard you were going today I thought ... it wouldn’t hurt to mention it.” Lucy explains. She shrugs. “I know how serious you can be. If I told you and you couldn’t go, how would you handle the not knowing?”

I look at her doubtfully.

Lucy brightens.

“You know, I just thought of something. There were a lot of patients there last week. Maybe we can bring him back here.”

“We?” I ask.

“Of course, I’ll be there, too.” Lucy informs me. “I asked Dr. Humphrey if I could go.”

“You? Why?”

“Well, I told Dr. Humphrey I could get some supplies for the cafeteria.” she says.

“And Terrence is going.” I point out.

“Yeah, I know.” She seems offended somehow.

“Well, that’s good, isn’t it?” I query.

“Sure, but just because I’m younger than you, doesn’t mean I’m flighty.” she points out. “I can be just as dependable as you are, Genevieve. I want Dr. Humphrey to know that, too.”

She walks off. I don’t really know what to think. It isn’t as though we get raises around here. Why the sudden feeling that we’re competing? Lucy has never seemed terribly interested in work before. Not to mention how annoying it is that she’s taken a sudden interest in my life. Besides, half the time I feel she’s judging me; primarily because I am anxious about where things are heading. Lucy seems to view this as pessimism. The illusion of everyday life should be permanent in her mind, and if it ends it is due to people like me wanting it to end. I don’t want things to become more chaotic again. I merely don’t want to be blindsided if things are upended once more. Maybe she is trying to force me towards the past, so that she can feel more settled about the present. Either way, it really isn’t something I am happy about.

Still, as I sit and stare out the window, I feel numb and unable to fully read my own feelings.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter II
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The weather is actually uncharacteristically cool today for the middle of summer. Therefore, it is one of those days you have to hold on to tightly. Both spring and summer are this way, having days of almost perfect weather. But all the while you know it won’t last much longer. Weather-wise it is one of those days you wish would last. Then again, perfect weather, when it’s rare, also creates a lot of pressure. Like today, for example, there are enough negative things to distract me from the nice weather. Between thinking about seeing Jake again and Lucy and Terrence giggling and making out in the back of the cart, there are more than enough sources of irritation. Then, there is Bob, who, with Terrence and Lucy busy in the back and me the only one sitting beside him, has decided to focus all of his attention on me. Usually, it isn’t this bad to deal with Bob’s incessant talking during the drive. The scenery is beautiful, and when there is a light breeze and good weather I can tune out everything but my own thoughts. But since I am preoccupied today, and my thoughts are scattered, I’m keenly aware of every syllable Bob utters. It doesn’t help that I suspect Bob now knows things about me that I don’t want to discuss. Bob has an uncanny ability to hear everything around him. Though, in this case, I fear Lucy didn’t put forth much of an effort to keep the information as private as possible. She certainly has a guilty expression on her face when I look back at her as Bob begins to talk. It occurs to me she may be worried about what he might say. So, instead of looking at the scenery, I look toward the road. Still, I am almost relieved when I hear the topic isn’t about me after all. Almost relieved ... but not quite.

“So, Genevieve, have you heard about the Guild?” Bob asks me.

My eyes start to glaze over. The Guild is Bob’s current favorite topic of discussion. They seem more rumor than flesh and blood when coming from Bob. They are one of many groups that have taken advantage of the power vacuum and divvied up the land and the people who reside there. From what I have pieced together from rumor, they are well-organized, exclusively male, and very proficient fighters. Since bullets have become harder to come by nowadays, they are said to fight mostly with swords. Of course, the take on what happens to the people the Guild absorbs differs. Some accounts are rather frightening; it seems as though the high structure is only within the organization. When dealing with people outside of it, I’ve heard say that there are no rules. Still, Bob has been talking up this angle for months now. Not that it automatically means it isn’t true just because it comes from Bob. It is possible that they will move into the area. After all, no other group has taken it over, and we have no organized defense plans. I guess at the end of the day, I’m tired of worrying about it. I wouldn’t know what to do or where to go if they did come. Instead, for my family’s sake and mine, I just pray that if they do show up that it isn’t as bad as the rumors suggest.

“Yes.” I finally answer. I had hoped that by letting my eyes drift to the side of the cart, I could avoid eye contact and, therefore, avoid talking to Bob at all. Unfortunately, it doesn’t appear to be working.

“So, what do you think about them ... Genevieve, Genevieve?”

“What?” I groan.

I turn to him. He looks offended. So, I decide to say something.

“I guess there could be no better place for psychopaths than somewhere where their unique qualities are more likely to give them power and advancement than punishment and social rejection.”

Bob smiles. He seems pleased by my words and, fortunately, turns his attention away from me.

“You know, Tyler saw a Guild lurking around Bainbridge ... probably scouting out the place.” Bob states, projecting his voice more towards the back of the cart.

“A Guild! Yeah, right!” Terrence, who is sitting in the back of the cart with Lucy, calls forward.

“I’m telling you it’s true!” Bob yells, recalling my attention. “Tyler doesn’t lie. And he knows Guild. We’ve discussed it at length.” Bob pauses. “You know, I haven’t seen Tyler since he went to Indianapolis. Come to think about it, we haven’t heard from the Indianapolis hospitals for a while now.”

“Cut it out, Bob. You know we’re heading in that direction.” Terrence chastises. “Besides, wouldn’t we have heard about it if the Guild had made it to Indianapolis?”

“I don’t know. Are we a priority for people from the city?” Bob starts. “I’m telling you, not everyone thinks the Guild is horrible either. We all know cities out East welcomed them. Large cities might need the Guild’s structure more than we do. I mean, the people who stayed in the city probably want their modern conveniences back. I can’t blame them for that.”

“Bob, whose side are you on?!” Lucy declares.

“Side? I just think it’s interesting.”

“Well, I for one think it’s all rumors. I think if the Guild had set foot in Indianapolis, we’d have heard about it.” Terrence contends.

“Uh-huh.” Bob condescends.

“Please, you’re just upsetting Lucy.” Terrence insists.

“Yeah, no one wants them here.” Lucy chirps.

Lucy leans over and kisses Terrence on the cheek. It surprises me that Lucy is so done up today. Despite knowing that we were going over dusty roads, she wore a nice dress. Her blonde hair looks almost perfectly coiffed as she brushes it back coyly in Terrence’s direction.

“Mark my words.” Bob tells me. “Things are going to change again soon if the Guild has their way.”

Finally, it appears, Bob is done talking.

“Oh, Terrence.” Lucy says, quickly changing the subject. “Tell Genevieve about Jake Hannigan.”

I tense.

“Oh, yeah. I talked to Josh last time I was in Bainbridge about what kind of patients have come in recently. He listed some names and such. When the name Jake Hannigan came up ...”

Suddenly, I can’t take anymore. My hand involuntarily grips the side of the cart. I then turn toward Lucy and say, “Please, let’s not talk about it.”

Terrence and Lucy look between each other.

“Well, fine, Genevieve. If that’s what you want.” she says in a patronizing tone.

The rest of the trip, thankfully, consists of small talk and gossip about people I don’t personally know. I just keep quiet and stare into space until we at last arrive. I can feel Lucy staring at me when we pull up to the hospital; though, when I look at her she hesitates to say anything. Instead, Terrence lifts Lucy out of the cart, and they go off together hand in hand. I wait until they are out of sight before I grab the bag at my feet and prepare to disembark. I can tell Bob is waiting for me to get off before he heads to the loading area. Just as my feet touch the ground, he starts the cart off in his intended direction.

I then head in to the main entrance of the hospital. There is a woman behind the main desk there.

“Can I help you?” she asks me.

I hesitate, unsure of what to say next.

“I’m from Rockville. Dr. Humphrey wanted me to speak with Dr. Thompson.” I offer.

“Oh, well, he’s in a meeting for a while. Can you wait?”

“Sure.” I respond.

“Well, have a seat.”

“Oh ...”

“Yes?”

“Do you happen to know where Jake Hannigan is? I’ve heard he’s a patient here ...”

“Yes, just a second ... are you family?”

“No, but I may know him.”

“Well, his brother should be in his room. It’s room 175. You can ask him if the patient is taking visitors.”

“All right. Thank you.” I tell her.

I head down the long hallway toward the patients’ rooms. I feel emotionally detached as I read one room number after another. Finally, there is the number I’ve been searching for. I hesitate at the knob. I grasp it ... then I let it go. I stand there for a moment until a nurse comes up from behind me. She breezes by me into the room. As I look into the dimly lit space, my eyes see a familiar pair of eyes looking back at me. I look off to the side then back. Then, I look down. Finally, as the nurse approaches Jake to read his blood pressure, I step back into the hall and turn away.

As I leave Jake, it strikes me that that part of my past is truly dead. I am just unsure about what to do with the present. I don’t know that there is any hope for something better, but I do know that I can’t go back to that.

“I just didn’t realize I’d never feel that way again.” I say to myself.

Then, as I turn, there is Lucy approaching me. There’s a sympathetic look on her face.

“Bob and Terrence aren’t going to be ready right away.” Lucy announces. “So, we’re going to have to find something to do in town. By the way, how did it go?”

“I decided not to see him again.” I pause. “Why are you looking at me like that? It’s as though you’re disappointed.”

Lucy shrugs.

“Well, I guess since I’m so happy I expect everyone else to be.” she admits. “Frankly, I don’t see how you’re going to find a man with that attitude of yours.”

“I don’t want just anyone. And I don’t want a man who wants just anyone. I want a man who wants me.” I let her know.

“Well, good luck with that.” Lucy counters.

“Sometimes I wish I’d never mentioned him to you.” I inform her.

“Well, how was I supposed to know? Why did you bring him up to me if you didn’t miss him?”

I walk past her, feeling somewhat unnerved. My stomach is queasy. Really, I just want to get away from here. Suddenly, I am very tired of Lucy and the hospital. It occurs to me that I had hoped to make more progress in my life by now. Unfortunately, it feels as though I have made very little. I am trapped in a box, not going much of anywhere. Instead, I am justifying my choices and even my existence to Lucy, and I hate that. Her life seems to be moving in the direction of her design, and she won’t cut me any slack that mine isn’t. Then again, I realize that if I had gotten what I thought I wanted back then I would be miserable now. But trying to explain that to Lucy would be like convincing a wall to paint itself. Yet, at the same time, I try to convince myself that she means well even if she winds up making me feel worse. When I first met her, Lucy seemed very sympathetic. But after she found happiness with Terrence, she didn’t have much compassion for others.

It was before she started seeing Terrence that I told her about Jake —back when she was sad and seemed lonely. I thought relating some of my experiences might show her that I understood her feelings. Now she is keeping on me about it constantly. And though I’d like to believe her attitude comes from concern, on days like today it doesn’t feel that way. I sigh. It’s probably just the day’s events. I am emotionally exhausted. I stop and turn back toward her.

“I probably shouldn’t have gotten upset with you.” I tell her.

Lucy turns and looks at me blankly.

“Genevieve? Is that you?” I hear a voice call from behind me.

I turn and barely recognize the person coming toward me as Jason, Jake’s older brother. He has a stockier build than Jake and a full beard. Yet, even with all of that, there is still a resemblance between the two of them. Maybe it’s in the eyes.

“Yes, it is, isn’t it?” Jason continues. “What a small world. You’re here to see Jake?”

“Yes, I was.” I reply.

“Good.”

“I’ll just leave the two of you alone.” Lucy mutters, brushing past me. “I’ve got to find Terrence anyway.”

I breathe.

“I guess I should be going, too.” I tell Jason. I smile, trying to appear as though nothing is the matter. I don’t want to be confronted by him over Jake. I am hoping to make a quick retreat, but it doesn’t work out that way.

“Wait.” Jason grabs my arm. I look at his hand. “I met a guy named Terrence out front.”

“Yes?” I query.

“Is that the guy that girl who was leaving was talking about?”

“Yes.”

“He said he was with the hospital in Rockville. Are you working there?”

I hesitate, not really wanting him to know where I live.

“Yes.” I reply.

“I saw your cart didn’t bring any antibiotics.” Jason mentions.

“We don’t have any.” I return. “I actually have to go and talk to Dr. Thompson about it ...”

“Then, you’re just the person to give this to.” Jason interrupts me. He finally releases me. Then, he pulls out a small package from the bag he was carrying and hands it to me.

“It contains antibiotics, Genevieve.”

“Where ... did you get them?” I manage.

Jason smiles.

“Let’s just say I got them from some people who had their fair share already. They are the only people who make them anymore, and then they hoard them for themselves ...”

“You mean the Guild?” I question him.

“What do you know about that?” Jason asks suspiciously.

“Bob was talking about it on the trip over ...”

“Okay, well ... Jake wouldn’t be alive now if I hadn’t gotten these. He was injured and his wound got infected. But you probably already knew about that. Anyway, we managed to get quite a bit.” he states. “So, you can give these to your hospital.”

I look down at the package.

“Don’t look like that.” Jason tells me. “You don’t have to concern yourself about how I got them. You just have to give them to the people who need them; there’s nothing wrong with that.”

I look up at him.

“And don’t worry.” he adds. “There will be more coming soon. I will make sure all the hospitals around here get what they need.”

I am still uncomfortable, but I force a smile anyway. At least this is one less thing to be concerned about, I guess.

“Thank you.” I say. “I’ll tell Dr. Humphrey. I’m sure he’ll be thrilled.”

“Jason?” I hear Jake’s voice call from inside his hospital room.

I turn and look toward the door.

“Well, are you coming?” Jason asks me.

“No, I really have to go.” I reply, backing away.

Jason looks at me with confusion and disapproval as I turn to leave. I, in turn, cast a look of disapproval towards Lucy as I catch sight of her lingering in a nearby doorway. She had apparently been listening in on the exchange. Lucy looks at me blankly then turns and leaves. I can hear her calling Terrence’s name aloud as the door she exits slams. After I clear the sight of Jason, I put the package containing the antibiotics in my backpack and quickly walk in the direction that Lucy fled.
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Chapter III


[image: ]




I walk into the progressively warming air toward the cart, which is a distance down the road. I am grateful that the sidewalk is covered by an awning. One of the things I find I miss is air conditioning ... or at least fans.

There is a commotion on the other side of the street. I cast a vaguely interested gaze at a small crowd that is surrounding a man. Apparently, the rumors about the Guild being in this area have caused some concern. For, even though they have no proof, it seems the group has decided that the man they’ve surrounded is Guild. What’s more, it doesn’t appear as though he has the telltale Guild tattoo. They ask if he is Guild. I cannot hear his response since he is the only one not shouting. Though, I imagine he denied it, or at least refused to answer since they still seem unable to decide whether he is or isn’t Guild. Next, one man shouts that he could be a spy. After all, he has a horse, which is fairly rare, and no one knows him from around here. In the end, they conclude, they can’t kill a man for just passing through. And they figure that even Guild spies have tattoos; they just don’t allow themselves to be captured. He is, therefore, released, though still with suspicion.

Just then, someone bursts through the entrance door to the hospital. I turn back to see who is causing the noise. It is Jason. And when he catches sight of me, he glares. Fortunately, someone from the crowd comes running up to him to tell him about the stranger in town.

“We caught one today.” the man from the crowd tells Jason.

“That’s great!” I hear Jason exclaim.

The man from the crowd then whispers something to Jason.

“What?! They’re letting him go?”

Jason runs past the man he was talking to and toward the crowd.

I watch Jason run diagonally and ahead of where I am walking. I am then surprised to find that the stranger that everyone is talking about is now walking in my direction. The stranger watches with limited interest as Jason passes by him; the stranger then proceeds to cross onto the sidewalk. I pause briefly, somewhat taken aback by the fact that we are on the same sidewalk. The stranger seems to be in a hurry since he is walking at a rather brisk pace — at least for me. At first I am determined not to look at him. It would be safer that way, just in case he is Guild. Not that it matters; from my peripheral vision I can tell he isn’t even looking at me.

Suddenly, though, as he’s passing by me, I somehow feel compelled to look up at him. His eyes shift briefly towards me, and we make eye contact. A chill shoots through me. Then, he looks straight ahead. I also look away, although for only about as long as he had maintained eye contact with me. Then, I kind of follow him with my eyes just long enough to see him mount a nearby black horse, which is standing next to a pillar. When he catches sight of me looking at him, I turn my gaze away. I can then hear the sound of hoofbeats begin. The hoofbeats gradually become softer as he and his horse move away from me. I proceed towards the cart.

The cart is positioned at the end of the block. As I approach the cart, I can hear Bob declare aloud, “See, I knew there was Guild around here!”

“No, they’ve determined he isn’t Guild.” Terrence comes up to us. He had come from the crowd.

“How can they tell?” Lucy asks.

“No tattoo. I guess they always have one. Still, they picked him up because he had a horse. Some of the guys are still suspicious.”

“Well, count me as one.” Bob concludes.

Moments later, I hear a sharp noise pierce the air. Then, I hear the horse screaming out behind me. I turn. The black horse the stranger is riding is rearing violently. At first I’m not surprised. I assume that the horse must be skittish due to the noise. But then the man falls back onto the ground as the echo of the gunfire fades in the distance. I cock my head to the side slightly. I wait confused as to what is happening until I see the stranger’s horse, uninjured, approach and nudge the unmoving man. The stranger is still lying on the ground down the street as people from the town start to walk in that direction. The horse stays near its owner until people come and try to grab it. Then suddenly, it takes off in the direction the man had been going. By the looks of it, it almost appeared as though the wounded man made a motion with his arm to send it away. But why would he do that?

I look back in the opposite direction. Back to where I think, by the sound of it, the shot originated. There doesn’t seem to be anyone with a shotgun coming from that direction. I think that under the circumstances that is odd. If the shooter had been a civilian, why did he not come out of hiding to see if he did his job? Especially since no other Guild appear to be around to confront him. As I look down the dusty road straining to see the figure that shot the bullet, it feels as if no one had ever been there. While that is doubtful, I conclude no one seems to be there now.

“It must be a sniper.” I mumble to myself.

This is, of course, a bit strange given how scarce bullets are these days. Most people only use them to protect themselves from immediate danger or to hunt. Why would one of the men from the crowd let the stranger go then use a rare bullet on him? Vigilantes tend to be outspoken and run in groups. I didn’t know anyone around here that would wait in the shadows to shoot a man in the back. Then again, things are always in flux these days. Perhaps the rage against the Guild had spilled over. If the townspeople weren’t going to do anything about the man, maybe someone else felt justified in handling it himself. Still, I wring my hands. Something feels off.

I look back toward the man on the street. It is a bit surprising to me that he’s still lying there. I would have figured someone would have moved him off the road and into the hospital by now. As a couple of women pass by me on the way to see what is happening, I decide to go as well. Apparently, Lucy and the two men are curious — at least as to what I am doing — for I hear them following behind me.

Somehow, there’s enough space between members of the crowd that I can see the stranger lying there. It appears as though he is bleeding from his left shoulder. The fact that there is blood on the front of his chest says to me that the bullet passed through. Fortunately, I believe, due to the slowness of the bleeding, that an artery hasn’t been hit. Still, it is bleeding, and it is awfully close to his heart. The most immediate concern is, therefore, the injured man bleeding to death. I wouldn’t guess that anyone else in this town had come to the same conclusion, however. No one seems to be in any kind of hurry to help him. At least the man’s eyes are open, I think. He seems to be staring past the people in the crowd in the opposite direction from where the shot came from — toward where his horse went. I look in that direction. In an alleyway, a distance away, there is a figure. I can’t see his face as his face is in shadow. But just as quickly as I turn to look at him, the figure backs away. When I look back at the wounded man his eyes flutter shut again as he winces in pain. I then look at a group of men — the same ones who had surrounded the wounded man earlier — who seem to be discussing what’s to become of him.

“Oh, well, it’s too bad our hospital if full.” one man says. “I guess there’s nothing we can do.”

With those words, and the tone in which they were said, something inside of me gets a jolt. Suddenly, I feel compelled to say, “We can take him to our hospital.”

My voice sounds rather hollow, and for a second I am almost unsure that it is my own. But when the crowd turns and looks at me, it occurs to me that I did in fact say out loud what I was thinking. The wounded man’s eyes are open again, and he’s looking at me. While the wounded stranger’s look is skeptical, Lucy’s face is twisted with rage.

“Genevieve!” Lucy stammers. She pauses then pulls me aside. “Let’s not get involved. This isn’t our problem. They didn’t have the evidence, but it’s clear what he is. And it’s not like we shot him.”

I just stare at her.

“How can we even handle his injuries, Genevieve? We don’t have the supplies the Guild has. Besides, wouldn’t it be better to just give him over to the Guild and let them deal with him?” Lucy continues more calmly, almost patronizingly.

“I’m sure we can handle it.” I declare. “And besides, where would we find these Guild? Hiding in the bushes on the outskirts of town?”

“I wouldn’t be surprised.” she returns. “Anyway, it doesn’t matter. Without antibiotics, he’s dead anyway.”

“I have some antibiotics.” I whisper to her.

I motion with my eyes toward my backpack. Lucy looks down in horror at my backpack.

“You mean that’s what you got from that one guy?” Lucy stammers. “And you’re going to use it on him?!”

I’m afraid of how loud Lucy’s voice is getting. I don’t want the others to hear, lest they take the antibiotics from me. So, I quickly yell out in a voice loud enough for the others to hear, “We can take him.” I repeat that with an edge of certainty to my voice.

I start to head over to the wounded man. Lucy and the other two follow me in an incredulous daze.
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