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Prologue

 

“The end of the world sounds ominous, doesn’t it? My Dad kept telling me that World War I was but a foreshadowing of what’s to come. Mom told me stories of the Four Horsemen at bedtime, stressing the lords of Famine, Pestilence, War and Death, itself, must be respected and served… if we are to survive.”

I sighed, “Oh, that’s not the way you were raised? Well, don’t be surprised when the Four Horsemen come acallin’. And, well, there’s something else you should know… When the Horsemen come, they won’t ride into the Apocalypse on horses…” I smiled, looking at the image on the laptop’s screen of the Huntington Museum of Mechanized Cavalry, tanks from the First World War pictured in front of it. “Oh, no, they’ll be in tanks.” I chuckled, “So, I will, too! And you better watch out, I mean business.”

“You better be in bed and asleep!” Mom shouted from downstairs.

I hastily turned off my video diary, not wanting to miss recording this moment for the future, shut my laptop, and pulled my blanket tight. Soon enough, quiet steps came up the stairs. My bedroom door opened a crack.

I made not a sound, which is when the nightmare reared within me.

#

The tank quaked under the impact, the armor ringing.

“There are too many of them!”

“Then we do something about that!” I shouted back. “Fire! Short bursts!”

“Shit, don’t you think I know that?”

The machine gun loosed with what ammo we had, which wouldn’t last long. But it did help keep them off us as we rolled forward, flashes of gunfire everywhere; a fiery explosion went off to our left.

I did what I could. I swung the turret around, lowering the main gun as far as it would go. I made one very big and awkward baseball bat, knocking a half dozen back. It was better than thinking about how long the crowbar wedging the hatch over my head would hold. And I’d so wanted to fight a tank… 

#

“See, asleep,” Dad said.

“Good,” Mom muttered.

The door closed. After hearing them going back downstairs, I sat up, opened the window on my laptop and saw on the screen the timer quickly approaching the start time. I clicked on the entry and the qualifying final round came up. Everyone else was already in position. My entry blinked, solidified on the screen…

It took doing to make it to the last level, but my design and, more importantly, all my planning worked. My Sherman now lay in wait. The Panzer knew my American tank had to be in the trees and laid down a steady rate of fire. I smiled as the trees and ground fountained to shreds and pressed the toggle. My main gun fired into the Panzer’s rear. The camouflage netting vanished that I’d used to help hide by the smoldering remains of the farmhouse behind it.

The buzzer sounded. “Point, Sherman! Winner!”

I shouted with glee.

My bedroom door opened, “Don’t tell me you’re still awake!”

“Mommy, I won!” I shouted with glee from my bed, pillows propped behind me, laptop in my, well, lap, bathing me in the light from the screen.

She yelled, “Reggie!”

Dad hurried up the stairs, “What now?”

Mom said, “You know no computer games on the Internet! You’re too young!”

I laughed, “I won the Tournament!”

“What?” Dad frowned.

“I won! I won! I won! I won with my modified Sherman!”

He blinked, smiling, “A Sherman?”

“Reggie, the Tournament to get a scholarship into the Huntington Academy?”

Dad took the laptop from me and stared at the screen. “Um, Sweetie, I told you—you can’t go to the Academy… We’re home schooling you with good reason.”

“But—but I can be better prepared for the end of the world by going to the Academy.”

“Of course, you could, but…” he shook his head, glancing at Mom.

“Oh, leave me out of this,” she said, crossing her arms.

“They’ve real tanks—and can teach me to—” I said.

“You really entered the Tournament and won?” Dad frowned.

I grinned, nodding.

“Reggie?” Mom frowned.

Dad shook his head as Mom glowered, “Reggie…”

Turned out that being eight disqualified me from earning a spot in the Huntington Academy of Mechanized Cavalry and the Military Sciences, even if the tanks were only museum pieces, but I knew they were real tanks. I also knew the truth… My being eight wasn’t the reason at all.

“Krissy, it’s late. Go to sleep,” Dad said. “We’ll talk about this in the morning.”

I sighed, knowing Dad wasn’t giving me back the laptop, though, there was a twinkle of pride in his eyes.

No, they didn’t disqualify me for being eight. It was because I was a girl… But I’d show them. And, I did the next tournament a year later… when they disqualified me for claiming to be someone else, an older boy—one I registered as more than old enough to get in to their boarding school.

Dad looked at Mom, not bothering to ask how I managed that, either. No, like the first time he just muttered, barely loud enough for me to hear, “That’s my girl.”

#

Years later there were no more online Tournaments to win a scholarship to Huntington… The Academy no longer offered them, not after I won the next three in a row with fake IDs, accompanying my registration and connecting on the Dark Web with others interested in my techniques—so they could enter the Tournament, too. Though, it being the Dark Web, that might not have been completely true. But I was in the Apocalypse space, so, well, helping others prepare for the end was fair game.

Now the Tournament had to be in person and the tanks were now robotic miniatures we needed to build ourselves to play on the Academy’s football field before an appreciative crowd.

Mom didn’t want me entering at first. However, Dad said what I was doing was educational, particularly my learning all the mechanics involved—and could save our lives during the coming Apocalypse. Though, winning was otherwise pointless, the Academy wouldn’t take me, my being a girl.

Mom kept trying to explain that fate had plans for me and my role was to protect the family, whatever it took…

Well, Mom couldn’t dispute that what I was doing was educational, particularly when I was a better shot on the gun range than she was.

I now met the age requirement and the Academy offered me an exemption to the male teenagers only rule. Dad signed the permission form, as Mom said, “At least you’ll have to make friends—it’s a team competition.”

Err, the team part… Being home schooled in the bunker beneath the house and taking courses online for college credit, well, graduate level courses, meant I didn’t have a lot of friends. Fine, any friends, except those I had on the Dark Web, of course. Not that I had ever met them, but they were interested in the Tournament.

Having to work with others, personally, on a project, that was my biggest challenge. We did the design work online, but there came a point that—the guidelines demanded that we build it together, not just design it. And, well, I was better at the ideas and design than actually building the miniature diesel engine and the electronics. The tank’s body, though, that I handled to the smallest detail.

Two of my Dark Web friends showed up at our door, the only ones I felt I could really trust, knowing they were true believers in the Apocalypse. Fine, I knew the boys were lying about something, no one can completely trust anyone on the Dark Web, but—they knew what I didn’t and they found my address. That was impressive, and the reason we could be a team. My family weren’t exactly listed at our true home address, nor were theirs.

 


Chapter 1

 

They knew I was a girl, essentially who I was, but… I frowned, realizing something was off about the boys.

“I’m Hot Wheeler, Alecia,” she said. “This is Harri.”

“Short for Harriet, which I hate being called,” she added.

I nodded, chuckling. “Apex Predator?”

She smiled, “That’s me.”

That’s when their eyes adjusted and they realized the shed was my workshop and stared at the scaled down tank, which my parents thought an ironic choice.

Dad pressed against the old looking shed’s wall to the right of the door, lowering his shotgun. Mom, lowered her pistol on the opposite side, having watched from the bunker below us as the two slight baseball capped figures, carrying large backpacks and a duffel bag between them, came up the dirt path that was our partially obscured driveway after being dropped off by a puzzled Uber driver in the middle of nowhere.

“Dear, please pat your friends down for listening and tracking devices, then you can get them some lemonade and cookies, while we go through their things.”

Alecia and Harri glanced at each other, nodding, but didn’t seem surprised.

I patted them down as Dad said, “Class number?”

“1659.”

“The same,” Harri said.

“But we didn’t make the cut,” Alecia admitted.

“Your parents didn’t have skills, or was it money?” Mom asked as I finished patting down Harri.

“Our families lost our money in a Ponzi Scheme,” Alecia admitted. “And they don’t have essential skills, other than having been rich.”

Mom nodded, “No life insurance?”

“My parents couldn’t pay the premium after the truth about their investment,” Harri said.

“Mine refused to take out insurance and make the Institute sole beneficiary in the first place,” Alecia said.

Dad nodded, “Likely saved your parents’ lives.”

Harri looked at me, “You’re an Old Family?”

“And have made our own plans,” I smiled.

As Mom and Dad went through their things, I took them down the stairs into the bunker and through the reinforced door onto the first level with all the monitor equipment. They stared at the racks of semi-automatics, the grenades, and the missile launchers. I led them through the next reinforced door and down deeper into the bunker, which was four levels deep. The kitchen and dinner area, living room and library, were on the lowest level, with hydroponics running throughout each level.

“This place is amazing,” Alecia said.

“My great-grandparents built the place during the 1950s as a fallout shelter. My grandparents and parents have, well, modernized it and added to the stocks over the years.”

“How many people—” Harri began to ask when Alecia gave her a look and shook her head.

“It can house significantly more than my family for decades… and no one knows about it, but you two and us. Those who built it have long since passed away. The property is officially part of a trust my great-grandparents set up, making the area a park in perpetuity…”

“You’ve hidden yourselves well,” Alecia said.

“Which brings up the matter as to how you managed to find this place.”

Alecia smiled.

“Worse case, so should have tracked us to the old servants house at the far end of the property under our alias... if you figured out who my family really claimed to be.”

“We managed to follow your orders for the model tank components there,” Harri said.

“But you still figured out—”

“That you couldn’t really be living there, yes,” Alecia said. “You don’t remember me from Apocalypse camp, do you?”

I looked at her.

“We were in the punishment cabin,” she said.

Chuckling, “That was you I fought with?”

Grinning, she nodded, “I had a lot more hair then.”

“I never knew why you picked that fight.”

“I was ordered to… They wanted to test you.”

“And I failed miserably,” I smiled

Harri nodded, “Which saved you from being promoted.”

“I didn’t like them.”

“We all noticed that…” Alecia said.

Dad and Mom were listening from the monitors upstairs and, apparently, hadn’t found anything. So, Alecia and Harri being girls only a little older than me made things less awkward for the sleepover in the bunker, which my folks didn’t feel the need to chaperone. Not when they were quietly monitoring us, well, perhaps, more me, seeing how I interacted. 

Of course, I knew my folks would still be debating letting them live, knowing where we were, but they did want me having friends and at some point, the bunker was intended for more than one family to defend. I hoped Alecia and Harri weren’t lying. I’d hate to have to kill them in their sleep.

Nevertheless, they looked at me over the glasses of lemonade and the cookies I put out, hesitating to drink or eat until I did.

I smiled and ate.

They hesitated, considering I might have immunity to any drugs in the food.

Sitting back, I said, “You’ve come this far.”

They brought the glasses of lemonade to their lips and drank. We talked about our project then, revealing that if they were who they claimed to be, they would have had to break the encryption.

So, I had more than friends online, two now eating their cookies, hoping they weren’t drugged, apparently as intent on winning scholarships, girls or not, to Huntington, hoping that if we won, we all would win places, blowing boys’ robotic tanks away, showing them that we were smarter than they were.

It was more than this being fun or our being Apocalypse outcasts of sorts. It didn’t hurt that Alecia was great at racing cars in video games, either. 

The sleepover continued for days, and they likely suspected it wasn’t going to end any time soon. Their families didn’t know where they’d gone or even that they had joined our team. They had essentially abandoned them for the possibility of studying at Huntington, which was a good as the three of us could hope for being cut-off from the Institute’s promise of a haven from the Apocalypse for the families that served the Great Purpose.

We worked on the scaled down versions of the World War II era tank, practiced with it to find any glitches. The miniatures, the size of a go-kart, weren’t expected to actually shoot or fire its cannon, but it was expected to physically appear to have. The weapons fire was going to be through a digital overlay. We’d see the weapons fire and explosions on monitors… and had to make sure that overlay worked to the Tournament’s specifications.

The interior had to be crammed in with electronics for operations, communications, and the overlays… Between you and me, Harri was really great with the electronics.

 


Chapter 2

 

Mom and Dad entered the level, carrying their backpacks, but not the duffel with their carefully packed tech.

Dad set down the backpack he carried and pulled the hatch closed, securing it.

“Ladies,” Mom said, “quite the collection of parts and spares.”

Smiling, Alecia said, “We knew there would be no going back for more.”

“And there’s no GPS,” Harri added.

“Which would be against the Tournament rules,” I said.

Dad nodded; he’d looked for that or anything that might give off a trackable signal. We might live in a bunker, but he knew electronics—even if he’d studiously dropped out of school before having a degree appended to his name, marking him for Big Brother.

“Those rules also say you do everything as a team during the competition,” Mom said, looking at us levelly. “You live together, eat together, use the same communal bathroom—and from what Krissy’s shared, a space without even that. You’ll be expected to train for that. Oh, and exercise together, which means a five mile run tomorrow.”

I blinked, Mom was going easy on them the first time. But that wouldn’t last, we’d be doing a minimum of fifteen a day before we finished testing the model tank.

Alecia smiled, “I take it, uh, Krissy, is up to ten miles since we are.”

“Let’s keep it to five. You’ve a lot of getting to know each other to do…” Mom said. “Show the girls to the guest room with the bunk beds. That’ll be your new home space together, like you hope to live if you win the scholarships to the Academy.”

“When we win,” I said. At her patient glare, we were under new rules of engagement, “Ma’am.”

The girls retrieved their packs. I led them down the hall past what had been my bedroom.

“You really thought we were boys?” Harri said as I reached our bedroom.

“Uh huh,” I said, shaking my head.

They looked at each other.

“So, were your folks hoping to match a make?” Alecia half-joked.

“They say I need to make friends.”

“Friends during the Apocalypse can be a good thing,” Harri said.

“Or not so good,” Alecia acknowledged.

“Uh, you’d best get cleaned up before dinner.”

“You mean, we best get cleaned up,” Harri said, giving me a look.

I swallowed, already feeling ill at ease being only in the bedroom with them.

They looked at me.

I looked at them. “The communal bathroom is across the way… My parents’ bedroom is off-limits and is on the opposite side of this level. Any hatch marked ‘Do Not Enter’ means just that… I don’t even enter.”

“Meaning, at least here we’ll have a level of privacy.”

I frowned. Stupid question, maybe I’d made the wrong choice here.

#

Setting out dinner on the table was a quiet affair. Dad broke the silence as we began sharing out the salad, “So, does your team have a name?”

I blinked, “Uh, I applied under Apocalypse Knot.”

That earned me looks from my folks.

 “That’s your daughter’s name on the Dark Net.”

“Really?” Dad sat back as Mom coughed, trying not to laugh.

“It seemed appropriate,” I replied.

“Better than Apocalypse Girl, I suppose,” Mom said.

“That’s how I’ve known who you were all this time, actually,” Alecia added.

I looked at her, speculatively.

“You and I were in the Punishment Cabin after our, uh, altercation.”

I blinked, leaning forward. “Apocalypse Summer Camp?” 

“You said,” she nodded, “‘To Hell with this. Whatever we’re readying ourselves for, it’s not any of the apocalypses they’re planning for.’”

“You called me the Apocalypse Not Girl after that,” I said.

“That I did…”

“An altercation—you mean the altercation we heard about,” Dad said, crossing his arms. “You’re that girl.”

She shrugged. “Wrong place, wrong time.”

“I’d forgotten that who started calling me that.”

“Well, we agreed to join you, Apocalypse. So, there’s no better name for our team,” Harri said.

“Apocalypse Knot, it is,” I sighed, living all my life in this bunker preparing for the coming Apocalypse, ready for it today, if need be. The computers upstairs tapping wirelessly other people’s internet, seeking every word of horror: asteroid, plague, nuclear war, every keyword for the apocalypse we could think of.

Conversation turned to our Faith in the end of the world our families had been dedicated to, and inevitably led to Mom asking about the losses of Alecia’s and Harri’s families wealth, leaving them to fend for themselves, bereft of the secret society of the Apocalypse Institute’s promise of haven.

“My family decided that it would be best if I struck out on my own,” Harri admitted.

“Mine, too,” Alecia said, “we’ve an old fallout shelter and too many months to feed. Nothing as nice as this place.”

“My family was among the first committed to the Great Plan,” Mom said.

“Her grandfather,” Dad explained, “was always worried that if the Apocalypse befell us suddenly, we might be unable to heed the Call… making this place crucial to the family’s survival until we had a chance to make our way to the Gathering.”

“Then again, our families became leery of ever increasing,” Mom added, “uh, donations expected of us.”

“Which ended after my camp experience,” I said, which earned me dark looks from my Mom and Dad.

Alecia and Harri looked at each other. 

#

I didn’t sleep well that night. Sharing a room, showering together with cold water only before bed, Alecia and Harri seemed to find odd for some reason.

I found it uncomfortable, trying to not look at them, knowing I couldn’t help it.

We woke at 5 A.M. as the rooms lights automatically came up gradually, until too bright to ignore.

“Five miles with the dawn?” Harri yawned.

“We need to dress and go up, best to run with first light. Less chance anyone will notice we’re here in the park.”

Alecia sat up, rubbing her eyes, “Works for me.”

Harri laid back down.

Alecia threw her pillow up at her on the top bunk.

“Hey, I’m up…”

In t-shirts and sweatpants, we soon hurried up the stairs to the shed above, Dad was at the monitors, checking the area, offering an almost absentminded, “Good morning.”

“Uh, good morning,” we echoed as I closed the hatch door behind us.

Exiting the shed, Alecia and Harri keeping pace with me down the animal trail to the park path. Apparently, five miles was what they were both used to.

When we returned, we showered and changed and found Mom was making pancakes, rather than putting out the cereal she normally did. I guess she approved of my new friends.

Later, Mom telling us we needn’t help with the dishes, we went back up to the shed. I turned on the generator, which seemed to change the shed from an old, dilapidated structure on the outside to one that only appeared to be.

“We really built it,” Alecia said as I pulled off canvas from miniature tank.

“Even scaled down it looks pretty heavy,” Harri offered.

“It’s to scale, but the armor, luckily, doesn’t have to be—” I said.

“Or we’d never be able to get it to the Tournament,” Alecia nodded.

“About that…” Harri said.

“Uh, Dad’s willing to help us transport it, but I can’t process it’ll be a comfortable trip. He won’t tell me how we’re getting it there.”

“Paranoia makes quite the defensive strategy,” Harri chuckled.

“Come on, we need to get the turret dismounted, the front armor is a hood, so we can finish this,” I said, grabbing the chains, hooked up to the power winch.

“Uh,” Harri said, as we latched the turret first, “Krissy, I suppose you know there are hidden cameras in our room—and our bathroom.”

“Uh huh,” I answered.

Alecia gave me a look, “You father watching us?”

“Not in those rooms,” I answered, honestly, though, had they been boys, he certainly would have.

Alecia gave Harri a look and we went on with our work.

I didn’t feel the need to share, however, that Mom was.

#

“The engine’s fuel injected?” Harri asked.

I nodded, “And as powerful as the Tournament guidelines will allow.”

“You’ve double checked the permissible ratio?” Alecia asked.

“More than double checked, I had Dad check the numbers after I double checked.”

“Think they’ll try to make a last-minute guideline change?” she asked.

“If they do, it’ll disqualify everyone… But I didn’t push it to the max of the guidelines—just in case,” I smiled. 

Harri looked at the engine. “That’s a work of art.”

“I know it’s better than they ever imagined back in World War II, but that’s the challenge here,” I said. “More importantly,” I pointed, “is can you really get that tech suite of yours shoehorned in there?”

“We’ll manage,” Harri said. “Though, it’ll be a challenge.”

“Once it’s in, we’ll be able to see just what the crew would have from inside the real thing, nothing more, nothing less,” Alecia said.

“It’s the communications link, we need to put through every condition out there we can think of,” Harri said, “as long as we’re sure about the signal strength, we good until digitally judged incapacitated or destroyed.”

“That armor’s going to be difficult for most of the competition to pierce. I was rather sneaky. I hated having to send the design specs for approval,” I said.

“You didn’t exactly have a choice,” Harri said.

“Not if want to win,” I sighed, “they won’t be able to keep from accepting us into Huntington then...” And they had tanks, real tank, even if only museum pieces.

“When we win,” Alecia said. “They won’t be able to keep you out. Not this time.”

“But you’ve applied as boys. You know they’ll disqualify you.”

“Did we?” Alecia smiled.

“Huh?”

Harri grinned, “Their computer records will show we registered as females.”

“You’ve hacked them,” I chuckled, “good. But they’re demanding paper copies when we get there.”

“Not a problem,” Alecia said. “The paperwork we submit will show we checked off male…”

“But when they look again at the end of the Tournament, the ink for that will have vanished, instead, female will be checked off,” Harri said, ever so sweetly.

“Really?”

“Wouldn’t have been possible without them including female on the application since they’ve made an exception for you, the grand champion of the online Tournaments.”  

I gave them both long looks, “We really make a good team.”

“We’re going to be the best…”

I nodded, knowing we had serious competition. I’d hacked the competition, not to see their designs, but to learn who we were up against… Several were as paranoid as we were, Noxious Gas, Barbed Wire, and the worst of the lot, who I didn’t think I could trust at all. I’d considered carefully to I dared invite to joining my team—knowing they’d have to come here to finish our entry.

As Hot Wheeler and Apex Predator, Alecia and Harri, worked on the tech suite with me, we had considering realigning or redesigning what wouldn’t quite fit. I wondered who else had invited them… and if it was only because I was a girl they accepted my invitation, contingent on their being able to find me.

I was glad they had, also relieved they weren’t boys. My parents would really be scrutinizing every moment—expecting me to pick on for… Well, surviving the Apocalypse here could wait. I gritted my teeth, Harri leaned against the go-kart sized tank, wedging something else in. I wanted to scream. Calm down, I told myself, it’s a tank, even if it’s in miniature.

 


Chapter 3

 

We all held our breath as we tested it. The engine didn’t turn over. “It’s got to be the software!”

Alecia said, “You didn’t hit the clutch.”

“The what?”

“You need to hit the clutch, then the ignition.” 

“Why?”

“That’s how they do it in the movies,” she admitted.

I pressed the “clutch” button, then the ignition. The engine purred. “YES!”

“Now, who’s driving?” Harri asked.

“I am,” Alecia said.

“Because you’re sixteen and I’m not?” I asked.

“You’re the captain, I’m more the pilot—and Harri should handle the weapons feed overlay, while you do the targeting.”

We looked at each other. “Works for me.”

They saluted, “Commander.”

I shook my head.

Alecia used her netbook to drive the tank out of the shed. Crash.

“Well, Dad can fix that,” I hoped, staring at the torn away lower section of the splintered door frame.

Alecia and Harri laughed, racing to keep up with the model, each holding a netbook.

I hurried after, then looked at my touch screen, viewing what the tank commander would have. “Boulder ahead!”

Alecia turned the tank out of the way, slowing it down, “That was a rock! Not a boulder!”

“I think we need to consider it a boulder… From the tank’s perspective, everything’s going to be gigantic.”

#

The nice thing about the park is that we had plenty of places to test the tank. The bad thing is we had problems to fix—the signal failed and the tank nearly went into a fast-moving stream. Harri dove, “Catch!” She tossed her netbook to me. I grabbed it and slipped as she yelled, “The kill switch better be in back!”

“It is,” I shouted back, sitting on my rump, holding her netbook and mine in the air, mud splattering my legs and shorts as she dove into the muddy bank, barely reached in time.

The model came to the halt.

“Yuk,” she muttered, covered in mud. Alecia stood on the ridge behind us along the stream.

“I’ll find a way to strengthen the antenna,” Harri said, shaking the mud off herself.

“If that’s what went wrong,” Alecia frowned as I looked back at her.

Harri came over covered in mud, “We’ll need to push it back up the bank.”

It took a bit of doing, but the two of us managed to push the model back up, Alecia offering moral support, now holding on to all three netbooks.

Harri sighed, “We need to clean that up.”

“Not just that,” I replied.

We looked at each other, then around as Alecia frowned. Harri went over to the stream with me, took off her mud covered blouse as I did my muddy shorts. We washed off and rinsed them off before heading over to Alecia and the model tank.

“Well, it’s a good thing I’m not taking a picture.”

“I’d break your arm, if you tried,” I said.

“I’d break both her legs,” Harri added.

We cleaned off the mud splatter as best we could, then went back to the creek and rinsed off our clothes, rung them out before putting them back on, wet as they still were.

Alecia reset the tank’s system and turned it back on, “I’ll keep it close—so you won’t have to push it all the way back.”

She handed us our netbooks and we went back to the shed, looking forward to a lunch break and the signal strength, which if that wasn’t the particular problem would mean a lot more trial and error testing to work out what was wrong.

By the time we got back, Dad was repairing the door frame, “Ladies, I hope you’re getting better at that…”

“Sorry, Sir,” Alecia said, “my fault.”

“We’re getting better, Dad.”

He shook his head.

Lunch was a quiet affair.

Harri fixed the signal issue, which held strong line of sight. We tested the firing program, the cannon firing on our screens as the tank recoiled. Alecia turned to stare at me as I hit everything I aimed at.

Chuckling, Harri said, “Living up to your championship hype.”

I nodded, “It’s just like in the game version.”

“So, what do we test next?” Alecia smiled, when the model suddenly made a coughing noise.

“What?” I muttered.

She checked the readouts. “We’re out of diesel.”

I blinked. “Oh.”

We had to take turns pushing the model all the way back to the shed, where I used a hose to siphon diesel out of a five-gallon gas container. “Argh,” I spit, as the model’s gas tank filled. “I really hate this part.”

“How far can it go on a tank of diesel?” Harri asked.

“Depending on how fast we try to make it go about three or four hours.”

“That’ll mean we can refuel without a problem through the early rounds,” Alecia mused.

“Our best practice will be to fill the tank after each round since we don’t know exactly how long it’ll take for us to complete the round,” I answered, knowing the online tournaments had an allowance based on the type of engine and its designed modifications. In effect, I’d never actually had to refuel except before the final round—and then because I didn’t want to take any chances.

“We agree that the other best practice is to out-score everyone else—” Harri said.

Alecia interrupted, “The real best practice is not to get ourselves blown up.”

Smiling, I answered, “Not easily with our armor equivalent.”

“It’s heavy enough on the scaled down version,” Harri admitted, pressing her hand to her back.

I chuckled. It was going to be challenging enough crossing five hundred miles with it, sans the diesel, which we’d have to buy onsite. But first we needed to work all the bugs out. We had a week to practice before having to worry about how transporting it safely was going to work. At least that’s what I thought.

#

The message from Barbed Wire directed at me appeared on our Dark Net group discussion board. “Apocalypse Knot, the Academy moved up the competition by three days, claiming weather concerns. Have they notified you?”

I stared at the message, “Alecia! Harri!”

They hurried over. Stared at the screen.

“Think it’s a trick,” Harri said.

“It’s not spoofing Barbed,” I said. I checked my spam folder. “No email.”

“If this is real, we could be out of the competition,” Alecia suggested.

“Checking the Tournament website. There’s the announcement. Damn,” I said.

“We still have two days to put it through its paces,” Alecia said.

It was then I realized it still might not be enough time, unless… “Dad!”

 



Chapter 4
 


“So, young ladies, you need me to drive you all the way to the Tournament early. I need to… It doesn’t matter. By the time we need to hit the road, everything will be as we planned. I’ll double check the sponsorship paperwork.”

“Sponsorship?” Harri muttered.

Dad nodded, seeing I hadn’t mentioned that we had a corporate sponsor, which he told me about when I broached the subject of another rule change a few weeks ago, requiring a sponsor.

He looked at me in all seriousness and told me that wasn’t a problem, our family had a shell corporation, well, a series of shell corporations, to legitimize operations, which he didn’t explain further.

“Our sponsor’s tractor trailer is fueled, ready, and waiting to load up your entry and equipment behind the old barn. I just need a few hours to do some final preparations… There’s room to sleep in the back of the cab.”

We stared at him.

“Dad…”

“I’ll be traveling under an assumed name, so you won’t be calling me Dad once we’re on our way, understood?”

I blinked. “Yessir.”

“This being a park,” Alecia said, “won’t the truck draw some attention?”

“It’s a private park… a conservation foundation one, and my wife and I are the Rangers.”

“Oh.”

“We can hold off leaving for three days to give you as much time as possible to finish your testing. You’ll have to forgo the practice session of being locked in a room together for several days, with only what supplies you have to sustain you. I know you were so looking forward to working on your teamwork.”

“Dad, we’ve played together for years,” I suddenly bit my lip. Oops.

He gave me a knowing look. “You three won’t be getting much sleep until we hit the road,” Dad said, fighting back a grin. Then he looked at Alecia and Harri, “Of course, there’s one thing we need to agree on first…”

They glanced at each other as I had a sudden sick to my stomach feeling.

Dad said, “You two know more about us than anyone living.”

That’s when I saw Mom slowly appear out of the brush behind them, a pistol with a silencer held at her side.

Alecia and Harri hastily went to one knee, heads lowered.

Dad looked at me, “You’ll do more than that… You’ll swear fealty to my family and to give your lives to protect our daughter as well.”

They looked up at him, meeting his gaze.

“And in return, our family will be your family—we shall protect you and your children as our children… Swear to be True,” he drew a Bowie knife from behind his back, “or die.”

Mom raised the pistol. I dared not look at her.

“We swear,” they said as the three of us once would have had to the Hierarchy of those claiming Faith in the soon to descend Apocalypse, promising a haven, where we would return to the world as lords and ladies, Kings and Queens, for the right price.

He used the tip of the Bowie to prick first my forefinger, then theirs. We pressed our fingers together, mixing our blood.   

“You are united with our blood. Our family is yours. The family of your birth has no further claim upon you.”

That gave the two pause and something I did not expect Dad to ask… Family was everything. If they backed out now… I held my breath.

“Yes, My Liege,” the girls intoned, heads lowered once more.

Dad set the knife across my palms, held out reverently before me. “This is yours—your responsibility. as they now are yours.”

I knew he meant more than that. They shivered, sensing that, too. Mom quietly backed away, lowering her pistol.

They raised their faces to me, “My Lady.”

They understood, accepted the fate that had brought us together. Though, I hoped they understood what this truly meant.

I’d chosen them from among those I’d found on the Dark Web, offered them the opportunity to join me because... There was something about them that resonated with me. Maybe it was a sense of our common faith in the coming Apocalypse, knowing they could be lying to me... But… I didn’t have a choice. So, I tested them. If they could find me, they were the right people.

But should they fail their oath, I would have to take their lives. I swallowed, meeting my Dad’s gaze, “My Liege.”

#

Mom brought us sandwiches as we worked on the model, testing every system, making sure we weren’t about to leave key replacement parts behind and the tools to make minor repairs. We tested and retested the communications gear, looking for anything that might break our connection and ended up putting in a back-up, which left us with not a millimeter of extra space. 

I checked the treads, the engines, every bit of armor every time I lifted it off, and again when we put it back down.

It was the night before, after we finished packing everything up in the semi’s trailer, our tool boxes and kits, replacement parts in boxes that we could transport with the allowed two hand trucks, according to the Tournament guidelines. Dad helped assure that the model would be held securely.

Alecia, Harri, and I cleaned up after dinner and settled for bed. Then Mom opened the door, “Ladies, we need to have a few words now… I’m afraid there won’t be much time before you leave in the morning.”

We all sat up in our bunk beds.

“I know the three of you dream of fighting in a tank during the Apocalypse.”

We looked at each other, offering Mom nods of acknowledgement, committed to joining the Horsemen as the world came to an end.

“You also have already all the rules and regulations, I hope, for the Huntington Academy… not just the Tournament.”

“Mom, we don’t need the, uh, talk.”

“It’s an all-boys school, Krissy.”

“My Lady, we know there’s a no fraternization rule,” Alecia said.

“But do you understand what that means?”

“No fraternization,” I said.

“On campus,” Mom said.

We frowned.

“At the Tournament—and when you win—because I expect the three of you to win,” she said with steel in her voice, “you will stay either at the Academy or in the nearby town. You can’t come back here for holidays or summers… should the end not come swiftly.”

“We understand that.”

“You three will only have each other… Your father and I don’t expect,” Mom paused, “we don’t expect you three not to, uh, fraternize.”

We blushed. “Mom.”

She looked at Harri, who was looking at the floor, “You three have the opportunity to find mates at Huntington—ones as interested in weaponry and tactics as you.”

“Mom…”

“Your children will be my descendants—will inherit the whirlwind. Who you choose is important… particularly since genetic diversity will be important for generations.”

We frowned.

Mom met my gaze, shook her head, then gazed at Alecia and Harri, seeming to look for something else in them as if I was still a child. Harri studiously didn’t look at me. Alecia offered the briefest glance.

I sighed. “Mom, we get it. We’re to look for suitable boys… who can help defend this place.”

Mom nodded, giving Alecia one last parting look, “I’m going to miss you.”

“I wish we could write…”

“You’ll post a message and we’ll leave a message elsewhere. We’ll at least know all’s well or not… Ladies, you have similar arrangements with your families?”

Alecia said, “Something like that.”

“No need,” Harri said.

Mom nodded, “I know… but Krissy doesn’t.”

I looked at Harri, who glanced away.

Mom turned and left, closing the door without another word.

“Uh, Krissy,” Alecia said, “don’t get me wrong, but my Mom would have given me a hug and a kiss.”

“She believes in tough love,” I replied. “Uh, Harri…”

She sighed, dropping down from the top bunk. “Krissy, Alecia knows because—”

Alecia said, “Harri’s been living with my family since…”

“What?” I frowned.

“My family isn’t particularly understanding of, uh, my feelings,” Harri said, she reached out and took Alecia by the hand.

My eyes widened. “Oh.”

“Krissy, we’re really good friends,” Alecia said.

“You know what, uh, will be expected?”

Harri nodded, “The Apocalypse isn’t easy… Good thing is, I’ve a new family now.”

 


Chapter 5

 

Alecia and Harri slept rather soundly in the back of the cab as I rode in front as Dad drove. “This is quite the semi.”

“It comes in handy sometimes,” he smiled, then wistfully. “You know, everything we do is for you, Kid.”

“I know, Dad… I’m not asking.”

“I know,” he smiled, driving the semi as if it were second nature. “Your Mom had the talk about finding, uh, suitable male friends last night?”

“You know she did.”

“You don’t have to worry about boys and,” he paused, half glancing back toward the rear of the cab, “girls.”

“You’ve arranged things?”

“There’s arranged—and there’s arranged, Kid.”

“So, I have a choice.”

“When the end of the world comes, choices will be in short supply.”

“But you’ve prepared… Though, you’ve said we never can be prepared enough.”

“Your, uh, armswomen back there will be a big help…”

“Learning everything about actual tanks—full-size ones will be even better.”

“You really took my stories of mechanized cavalry to heart.”

I grinned. “I dream of fighting in one.”

He sighed, “I get that and when the Apocalypse hit, I know you’ll bring one home…”

“Fighting the Beast all along the way,” I said, the nightmare still periodically waking me in a cold sweat in the middle of the night.

“Apocalypse Knot,” he said. “And people buy ammo to protect themselves from Zombies.”

“Yeah,” I chuckled.

He smiled, passing me a bottle of water. 

I opened it, drank.

He drove on, muttered, nodding, “Apocalypse Knot…”

I felt drowsy.

“Close your eyes. Get some sleep. It’s a long drive.”

I looked at him, hoping to never forget that smile, then closed my eyes, feeling so tired... after so…

#

I don’t know how many stops we made, or what deals Dad did while I slept. I had dreams of our stopping, parking at some really dilapidated old buildings off the highway, bearded men in rumpled clothing, some on motorcycles, others in vans.

I knew they were all well-armed, knew without knowing how I knew they were wary of Dad. But maybe that was the dream… Then, again, there were items packed in the trailer behind our model and equipment that I knew wouldn’t be there once we reached Huntington.

I jerked awake on the floor in the back of the cab, Alecia’s back my pillow, Harri’s leg draped over me. Bleary, I crawled forward.

“You’re awake, good,” Dad said as he drove.

I climbed back into my seat and fastened my seat belt. “What time is it?”

“It’s tomorrow from your perspective.”

“Great…” We passed a sign noting we were approaching a rest stop in twenty miles with a restaurant. Dad said, “We’ll be in Huntington soon… The Academy is another ten miles or so.”

My mouth tasted like sandpaper. 

He offered me a new bottle of water.

“Really, Dad,” I said

He chuckled. “See no evil, hear no evil.”

“Dad…”

“Kid, beneath your seat, there’s a backpack.”

I frowned, he gestured. I pulled it out.

“Open it.”

There was a lot of cash rolled up in rubber bands. “Dad?”

“That’s yours. Consider it spending money.”

“Spending money… We haven’t won, yet.”

“Then use it for room and board, incidentals… We both know you’re not leaving the Academy—we’ve both dreamed it.”

“Dad?”

“Your Mom made fruitcake. It’s at the bottom of the bag.”

“Fruitcake.”

“I know, she thinks it’s your favorite… Save it for Winter Solstice or your birthday… Now, go wake your friends.”

“Oh, you mean the drugs should be wearing off them?”

“We’ll stop in town.” 

“They’ve sworn, Dad.”

“Now they and you are well rested for the Tournament—which is good since the three of you can’t afford to sleep until the Tournament is over.”

Frowning, I gave him a look.

“Krissy… you’ve a target on your back. A prank can put you out of the competition.”

“A prank?”

“You can’t leave your equipment, or model, alone for a second.”

I grimaced.

“I’ve arranged some help…”

“Huh?”

“How much will it cost us?”

“Nothing. Consider the help as coming from extended family.”

“Exactly how much help, uh, can I count on?”

“Let’s say that if the three of you need anything, our extended family will be there for you… and they’ll be close. They work at the Academy.”

“What?”

“Oh, they aren’t faculty, so you’ll find no favors there…”

I stared at him, shaking my head. I climbed in back to wake my friends… pausing, to think that, knowing they were my friends, oath or no oath.

#

Alecia and Harri were less surprised at having slept through the long drive than I expected. They made up for it by spending longer in the restaurant bathroom and ordering more food than Dad appreciated.

“Can’t imagine why they might be so hungry, Dad,” I smiled, eating dessert as they came to the table.

They dove into their meals in a quite unlady-like way.

A truck pulling a trailer parked outside. Four boys with close cropped blond hair in matching shiny blue jackets entered. “Almost there,” one said, grinning.

“Those scholarships are ours.”

Harri and Alecia gave me sidelong looks.

“You’re not worried about Knot?”

“She’s a computer gamer. This is as close to the real thing as anyone can get—”

“Who’s not in a mechanized unit, you mean,” the other boy said.

A man wearing a matching blue jacket, with “coach” written on it, entered, joining them at their table as they looked at their menus.

“Best finish up, we need to get back on the road,” Dad said.

As we left, Harri whispered, “Remind you of anyone?”

Once out in the parking lot, I said, “Toxic Rain?”

Harri stared and looked at me, then at Alecia, who said, “It couldn’t be…”

Dad called out, climbing up to the cab, “Coming?”

We hurried over to the passenger side. I, for one, wanted to get to Huntington and set up before they did. Toxic Rain was one person I hadn’t ever trusted—and, though, I’d never seen him, that felt like him. That Toxic kept wanting to know about everyone’s designs made me wonder if it was more about how to take me on than interest. 

#

Arriving at Huntington was everything I was afraid it would be. People staring at me far more than Alecia and Harri, garbed as boys until the Tournament began. “Welcome, Ms. Smith,” the without-a-doubt upperclassman at the registration table said. “I’m Cadet Captain Lawless. It’s good to see you made it—we weren’t sure you got the notification in your email.”

“What notification?” I said to the too handsome Cadet Captain.

His false smile slipped a bit, “The competition starts at 10 tomorrow morning. We’ve assigned you your own room and your teammates their own.”

“We will be sharing a room,” I said. “I wouldn’t want us to get disqualified—as you haven’t changed your team must share a room rule, though, I did ask.”

“Uh, of course, we did. You can’t exactly share a room with these two.”

“Show me in the rules,” I said, laying down my netbook, open to the event rules, indicating the rule in question.

“Oh, you would have been disqualified,” he frowned, unhappy at my not falling for it.

Harri said, “We also understand the no fraternization rule.”

Frowning, he said, “Perhaps, you should talk to—”

“Where do we set up?” I asked as Dad raised the lift in the back of the trailer.

“You’ve a section at the stadium.”

“Everything all right?” said a man who, without doubt, was a professor.

“Yes, it’s just that Flawless, here, isn’t up on the rule book, you might want to retrain him.”

The Professor frowned. “The Cadet Captain is the Tournament Rules liaison.”

“Really?” 

“Professor Watkin? I’d be happy to take them to their work area,” said a broad-shouldered teen, who didn’t have close cropped hair.

“Lloyd? Helping with the Tournament?”

Flawless stared at him, muttering, “Lowlife Townie.”

I liked Lloyd already, “Thank you! We can use the extra help getting our entry and equipment there.”

“The judges are unofficially looking at all the entries later this afternoon,” the Professor said. “I look forward to seeing you all at dinner.”

“Us, too,” I lied as Lloyd joined us, we walked back toward the semi.

Lloyd whispered, “My Lady, welcome to Huntington.”

“Townies as unwelcome as me?”

“No, you’re far more unwelcome, which is why you’re the Townie favorite to win.”

We climbed up onto the lift as Dad, unhooked the tank from the safety lines.

Lloyd stared. “Wow.”

I smiled, “No touching the tank.”

“Story of my life,” he nodded. 

Dad looked at him.

Meeting his gaze, “I’ll guard it with my life, Sir.”

 


Chapter 6

 

Lloyd wasn’t kidding about the Townies being in my corner. A bunch of local kids were in the stands, being rousted out by cadets. Harri and I pushed our tarp covered entry onto the field out of the stadium tunnel.  The Townies cheered, shouting, “It’s her! You go get ‘em!”

The field was divided in half. A curtain raised like something bisecting a giant tennis court, but opaque, blocked the Tournament grounds, otherwise covered by a tarp, from sight. Security guards on hand kept our competitors from getting a look, too. 

What looked to be forty or so tents arrayed on this side of the field, no few with canvas covered entries like ours being slowly pushed to them by hand. There was a much larger tent at the far end, which I thought must be the judging area.

It appeared ‘extended family’ meant we had a pit crew of sorts as a group of teenage boys hurried over to us, “Lloyd!”

“What are you guys, the town football team?” Harri asked as the seven mostly burly figures hurried over to us.

“Wrestling team, actually,” Lloyd corrected, pulling the rearmost of our hand trucks loaded with our tools and backpacks, save for the one Dad had given me, which I wasn’t letting out of my sight.

The boys looked at me, the youngest about eleven, who looked too small and slight for the team, the oldest no more than eighteen.

“We also play baseball,” Lloyd said. “The skinny one there’s my brother—and not on the team… He’s more our mascot.”

“I run errands and would be happy to be your team’s official mascot,” the boy grinned. “I’d be good, really helpful—and I know this place and the town like the back of my hand.”

“We don’t need a mascot,” I said.

“Definitely not,” Harri said, happy for the pause in pushing our little monster.

“No one’s going to mess with your entry or your belongings,” the oldest said. “We’ll see to that.”

Lloyd glanced around, “None will betray you.”

“No one here’s bet against us, then?” Alecia said, drawing the other hand truck with our replacement equipment.

“No one’s bet a dime,” Lloyd answered.

“Um, we have a pool as to how many points you’re going to win by,” one of the boys admitted.

“You didn’t!” Lloyd said, aghast.

“The winner uses the money to buy the rest of us dinner!” Lloyd’s younger brother said.

Lloyd glared at him, “Let me guess, Tommy… This was your idea.”

“Um, well…”

“You know better than that.”

A nine-year-old boy, wearing a baseball cap, was jumping up and down just ahead at the entrance to a tent. “I take it that that’s our destination.” 

Lloyd glanced in that direction, “Tommy?”

“Err, um, he just wants to see the robot tank…” Tommy replied.

“No one’s seeing this beast,” I said, “until it starts the Qualifer.”

“Um, not even a peek?”

Harri glanced at me, “That’s all we need.”

“Not even a peek,” I said.

“Once we get you settled,” Lloyd said, “I’ll take you to your room.”

“No need. We’re staying here until the Qualifer,” I said.

“You don’t need to,” I thought certain he might add “My Lady,” so I cleared my throat interrupting him.

He instantly went quiet.

“My team isn’t leaving our tank or equipment. Though, we’ll appreciate company.”       People, coming out of a number of the nearby tents, paused to take a look at us. “Apocalypse, you made it.”

I took a long look at the red headed boy, two darker haired teens pausing, too. “Barbed, that you?”
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