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      Outside the Walls — the Barrens

      

      Jonah Lovecraft focused through the rifle scope, staring at the zombies swarming around the tunnel’s entrance. He had one bullet, with four undead blocking his only way forward.

      “Fuck,” he whispered to himself.

      The Darwin Games announcer, Kirk Kirkman, sounded practically orgasmic from the speakers in the floating orb behind Jonah.

      “Wow, Jonah’s really in a tight spot here. Should he take his chances with just one bullet and a machete, and make the mile-long trek back to the last exit? Tell us what you’re thinking as the Darwin Games continue, with just two players left! Jonah versus Bear!”

      Jonah turned, glaring into the orb’s main camera as he whispered, “Keep it down. Are you trying to get me killed?”

      He was aching, tired, and starving, not in the mood to play dancing monkey for the asshole on the other side of the camera nor the millions watching the Darwin Games from home. Jonah was still a half-day from the Mesa and the Final Battle.

      Whoever reached the Mesa first got dibs on the best equipment from the Bounty to use in the death match. The first player to make it to the Bounty usually won. Going head-to-head against Bear meant Jonah had to get there first. He needed every ounce of help he could get.

      Bear was more than four hundred pounds and seven feet; an absolute beast, pouring a countless number of his life’s hours into working the City 6 Quarry for most of his forty years breathing. He’d been imprisoned for robbery, stealing a can of soup, no less, to feed his wife and child when their rations ran dry earlier than they’d scheduled. Jonah hadn’t been a City Watch officer when Bear was jailed, but Bear knew of his former occupation. He had a score to settle, and even if that score wasn’t with Jonah personally, he’d serve as a fine proxy for the hardline authority that had wrongly punished him.

      When this edition of the Games first started, there had been twelve contestants — two prisoners from each city — let loose into the wild, and Bear made an immediate run for Jonah. Fortunately, Jonah managed to slip away when someone else decided to take a whack at Bear. It would’ve been a decent strategy — hitting the strongest guy first — if it had worked.

      But it hadn’t.

      Thankfully, though, it did slow Bear down long enough for Jonah to successfully make it into the woods, then over to one of the weapons caches. There, he managed to claim a machete before acquiring the rifle he earned by felling a pair of contestants who had wisely teamed together, then foolishly surrendered their guard long enough for Jonah to strike.

      Jonah had to reach the far side of the tunnel, then make his way to the spot of the Final Battle before Bear, if he wanted a chance to win and start his life over in City 7.

      There were two boxes waiting at the Mesa. One was called the Bounty, which was a winner’s box, with winner’s weapons inside. The Bounty varied from game to game. Sometimes the TV network would stock it with something useful, like a bat, an axe, or even a pistol with a handful of rounds. But the other box was called the Joker’s Box, left for whoever made it to the Mesa last, usually containing something far less effective — a brick, a piece of wood, or on one occasion, a bag of children’s toys. It was the game’s way of adding what Kirkman called “the wow factor” to the show — a moment that would shock viewers and get discussed in City plazas.

      Jonah needed all the help he could get if he was going against Bear. Reaching the Bounty was non-negotiable.

      He stared into the scope again, weighing his options as the orb hummed and hovered behind him, turning simple focus into heavy labor. Though Kirkman had momentarily shut up, or maybe muted himself so his inane chatter was broadcast only to the audience at home, Jonah could still hear the orb buzzing like a swarm of bees behind him, his awareness of it enough to shatter his concentration.

      The orbs, which served as floating camera drones beyond the Wall, usually kept a decent distance behind or above their targeted players. But if the game was on the line, the orbs always hovered closer. And the game was definitely on the line now.

      If Jonah died, then Bear, who he now figured had to be the last person left, would automatically win. Of course, most of the people at home were rooting for Jonah to make it to the Final Battle. It would be anticlimactic if he died now, and deny the audience the spectacle of a bloody duel.

      The networks were no doubt pitching this duel as Bear against the very law that had imprisoned him and destroyed his family, despite the network being run by the City, which was the law of the land. Of course, such subtleties were lost on the common viewer, who only sought relief from the long days, not critical analysis.

      Jonah tried to focus again as the orb hovered closer, its static purr lifting his hair in the breeze. He turned back, still glaring. The orb zipped several feet back, giving him additional space. It wasn’t enough.

      Jonah wanted to bash the fucking thing to pieces but knew better.

      Sam Wallings had almost won the Darwin Games two years before, but had smashed an orb a half hour from reaching the Mesa. He was a half-day from the Bounty before his opponent and was stronger in every way. No one doubted he would win. But after smashing the orb, Wallings was found by a hunter orb four minutes later and violently exterminated, to many cheers and even more devastated bets.

      Jonah would have to tolerate the goddamn orb.

      He inched closer, deciding to take his chances by eliminating the closest zombies.

      Erupting through the relative silence, Jonah heard an explosion of noise from behind — something galloping toward him.

      Before he could register what it might be, the assault slammed him sideways and sent him down hard. Jonah’s rifle flew from his hand and skidded across the ground.

      Unfortunately, the orb had swung from danger just in time, clearing the area unscathed.

      Jonah, on his hands and knees, looked up, hoping like hell the zombies hadn’t noticed him at the sound of charging deer. If they had, they no longer cared, every one of them too distracted by the deer barreling toward them.

      Jonah grabbed his rifle and aimed, then waited.

      The deer stopped short when it spotted the zombies. He stared through the scope as one of the zombies leaped at the deer, savagely grabbing it around the neck, then sinking its teeth past the fur and into the deer’s flesh, dragging it to the ground.

      A second zombie joined the feast, and hungry growls drowned the deer’s dying cries. Grunts from the zombies echoed off the tunnel walls, a backbeat to the melody of ripping flesh below.

      The zombies were fast and vicious, and they worked together — something Jonah had not yet seen in his thirteen days outside the Wall.

      Jonah started moving as fast as he could toward them — toward the exit — without surrendering stealth, wearing the Wall’s shadows for cover, and hoping to pass the zombies while they were distracted with their kill. Zombies, in Jonah’s limited experience, rarely left one meal in pursuit of another.

      They were preoccupied, but not for long. If one of the zombies finished, or was pushed from the pack for being too greedy and infringing on the feast of another, it might very well turn its hungry eyes to Jonah.

      He was twenty yards away from them when he finally got a better look at the small pack of walking corpses.

      Careful, careful. Keep your eyes on them. Be ready to fire and then grab the machete. Whatever you do, don’t trip, stumble on a rock, or make so much as a decibel of noise.

      Jonah’s heart pounded so loudly he was certain the zombies would hear him. The thumping in his chest felt as deafening to him as the zombies’ fevered grunts and the sound of ripping flesh, which grew louder as he drew closer.

      He was five yards away from the zombies and another ten from the tunnel’s exit when the sounds, wet like soaking gravel, slapped him hard and turned his stomach.

      Do NOT puke here. They will hear and kill you.

      Jonah tried to concentrate on the sound of the orb, still humming relatively quietly behind him, allowing the purring drone to squelch the horrible sounds of tearing, pulling, and crunching. For once he was thankful to have the orb so close, though he hoped the humming wasn’t loud enough to invite the zombies’ gaze. He saw their fists filled with guts and meat, and mouths painted with the sauce of their kill, and figured it wasn’t.

      The zombies had devoured about sixty percent of the deer so far as Jonah could see, and were now starting to push at one another. Fighting over food wasn’t unusual. Soon, things would get ugly, with one of the zombies pulling at a leg or perhaps the head, trying to either drag the whole corpse away or tear off a piece for itself, plunging the rest of them into a battle. At least that’s what happened the many times Jonah had seen the zombies fighting over humans, both on the show and, more horrifyingly, in person.

      He carefully stepped past the zombies. He had just ten yards to go until he finally reached daylight, where he could start running, laying space between himself and the undead.

      Jonah inched forward, not daring to turn back, using his ears as his only warning, accepting on faith that they couldn’t see him at all.

      Just keep walking.

      Jonah was just ten yards from the exit. Ten yards from safety. Just ten yards.

      “Looks like he made it, folks,” Kirkman’s voice suddenly crackled behind him.

      Jonah’s heart fell to his feet and he froze in his tracks, forcing himself to look back over his shoulder. Several of the zombies glanced up from their waning feast, then screamed in unison, leaping from the deer’s torn carcass and charging toward him.

      “Fuck!” Jonah raised his rifle and fired, hitting one of the four zombies in the chest and sending it to the ground.

      The zombie cried out, writhing and slapping his arms against the ground, but even a bullet in the heart was only temporary. Anything less than a head shot only slowed the fuckers down.

      Jonah was down to just his machete.

      A machete against three zombies racing toward him — one female, and two males, one of which looked like a zombified version of Bear. Fortunately, the largest of the zombies was moving slower than the other two.

      Jonah turned and ran to the exit, reaching daylight, then scanning for anything he could use to set distance between himself and the pack — a waterfall he could leap from, a tree he could get to and climb, a hole where he could bury himself and hide. Anything.

      But he saw only snowy flatlands all around him, and the monsters were far too fast to elude in the snow.

      Fuck!

      Jonah spun around, grabbing his machete from the scabbard on his back. He gripped it tightly, dug his heels in the ground, and positioned himself to take on the first zombie, now only inches away.

      If Jonah had pulled that same machete on a gang of living people, they would slow down, assess the situation, then determine the best means of attack. But the zombies were corpses, with minimal brain function, and knew no fear. Two of the running dead ran straight for him, ignorant of the danger of his blade.

      Jonah yelled, as if his sudden scream might scare them, then swung at the closest, sending a fat chunk from his rotting face sailing from his head with a wide arc of thick blackish blood in the wake of the machete’s swing.

      The zombie staggered back, howling as it stumbled. Jonah wanted to finish it off while it was still swaying and unsteady, but the female was still racing toward him, hands outstretched.

      Jonah leaped out of the way just in time as the zombie ran by and then fell to the ground. He spun around, raised the machete high, and swung down just as the creature was about to stand, bashing in the back of its skull with a sickening crunch.

      As the zombie fell forward, Jonah’s machete went with it, lodging inside its skull. The handle slipped from his grip just as a fat fuck of walking death came running at him faster than what should even be possible. Jonah looked up just in time to see the ruined man racing toward him like a train off its track.

      Jonah ditched the machete to dodge the attack, but …

      He didn’t quite make it.

      The fat zombie’s fist caught Jonah on the side of the head, sending him to the ground in an explosion of pain.

      Shit!

      So far he had managed to kill just one of the zombies. As the largest of them was attacking, Jonah’s machete was still jutting from the collapsed body of the female zombie.

      “Uh-oh, looks like Jonah might be making his last stand!” Kirkman’s voice said through the orb, sprinkling salt into the survivor’s festering wound.

      Jonah stood, his head pounding where the fat bastard zombie had hit him, and looked around. He failed to see the big zombie coming back at him until it was too late.

      The zombie grabbed him from behind. If the fat fuck pulled him into a hug, Jonah knew it would be seconds before its teeth were in his neck.

      Jonah kicked his foot back hard into the zombie’s left knee, hard enough to make it scream on its way to the ground. Pain wouldn’t keep a zombie down, but they sure as hell couldn’t walk without working knees.

      However, zombies’ tissue could not only self-repair, but even strengthen the muscles, despite their atrophied appearance. So Jonah wouldn’t have long to end the undead fucker before its knee healed.

      “Whoa! I did not see that coming!” Kirkman radiated enthusiasm.

      Jonah ran back toward the fallen female zombie to retrieve his machete. The other zombie, the one with the freshly sliced face, stood between Jonah and the female, while the fat one groaned from behind, struggling to crawl forward.

      The orb floated overhead. “What’s he gonna go? Can he get to the machete in time?”

      There were thirty feet between him and the standing zombie. Jonah and the zombie then ran straight at each other. The zombie’s mouth opened with a scream, and Jonah wondered if they were feeling a similar rage. Maybe the creature’s brain had somehow healed as well.

      Seconds from impact, he pivoted left, causing the zombie to dive forward at him and miss. As it fell to the ground, Jonah went right, then slid and rolled to a stop beside the female zombie.

      He grabbed the handle of his machete and yanked, but it refused to budge.

      The fallen zombie shot up from the ground so fast it was like he had never fallen, then started racing toward Jonah again.

      He stood, put his boot on the female zombie’s head, pressed down, and began working the blade back and forth as if drawing a sword from stone. He looked up, terrified, knowing he had mere seconds before the zombie would be on top of him.

      With one final yank, the blade slipped free from the monster’s skull, but the momentum from Jonah’s tugging sent him flying back.

      He fell to the ground, hard, while somehow managing to keep hold of the blade as the zombie lunged on top of him.

      Jonah jammed the blade through the zombie’s chest, then rolled over on top of it, straddling the zombie as it screamed like a banshee, wide white eyes frantically spinning around in their charred, hollow sockets, and rotting teeth chattering as putrid breath assaulted Jonah’s senses.

      He pulled the blade up, then out, before bringing it down between the zombie’s eyes.

      Jonah grabbed the machete and walked over to where the fat bastard was crawling across the snow, groaning, leaving trails of black in its wake.

      The creature flung its arms wildly, trying to reach Jonah. He gave the zombie’s hands a wide berth, then circled behind it, driving his wide blade through its brittle skull.

      Jonah wiped his mouth and looked down at the bodies, disgusted, then turned his attention to the blackened blood caking his blade. He slid the length of his machete along the filthy tattered rags worn by the fat zombie, wiping blood from metal.

      Jonah looked back toward the tunnel where he had left the first zombie — the one he’d shot — wondering if he should go back and finish it off or count his lucky stars and get the fuck out of Dodge before more showed up.

      He decided to leave, but Jonah hadn’t traveled more than twenty feet before the first zombie appeared. It was running toward him, not remotely slowed by the gunshot, despite a gaping hole in its chest, big enough to see through.

      Jonah panicked, not sure how to take on the runner. He readied his blade. Then, as the zombie roared toward him, he swung at its arms, missing by inches.

      But the zombie didn’t miss, knocking Jonah to the ground so hard that it cleared the breath from his body.

      The zombie straddled Jonah and hit the machete clear from his clutched palm. The weapon slid five feet across the snow, until it was no way in hell far away.

      Jonah bucked against the ground, trying to throw the monster from his pinned body, but the zombie grabbed both of his arms, forcing them to the ground with an impossible strength.

      The rampaging monster kept Jonah’s hands pinned to either side of his face; its clawed fingers dug into his flesh, though not yet drawing blood.

      The zombie leaned forward, its sick white eyes swirling around in their sockets. Jonah wasn’t sure how the undead were able to see with eyes that shone with nothing but white, but the zombie seemed to be staring right at him. If he didn’t know better, Jonah would think the zombie was savoring its seemingly obvious victory instead of following its instincts to chomp down and tear his flesh like skin from a chicken.

      The orb floated above them both, hovering just inches over the zombie’s head.

      “Well, folks, it looks like this might be the end for Jonah. He gave a valiant fight, but this wife-murderer and father of two couldn’t escape Darwinian justice.”

      Rage pumped through Jonah as he slipped one hand free and grabbed the zombie by its neck, trying to choke it, or at least keep the writhing creature from getting any closer to his own neck.

      They struggled in a war of inches as the orb floated in long, slow circles around them, announcing every action, subtle or not, milking the moment for every possible drop of drama.

      “Do you have any last words, Jonah?” Kirkman’s face beamed back from the orb’s monitor, three inches above the zombie’s menacing, chattering, rotting face.

      The zombie’s teeth were just centimeters from Jonah’s face, as his arm — the only thing holding death at bay — started shaking, unable to keep up with the pressure.

      Pain splintered through Jonah’s body, starting at his arm. He had only moments before his cramped muscles betrayed the rest of him.

      He thought of Anastasia and Adam, wondering if they were watching him die.

      He hoped to God not.

      He stared into the screen, wondering if their eyes were on him from their home in Chimney Rock, on the safer side of the Wall.

      “Any last words to your precious children, Anastasia and Adam?” Kirkman asked, as though the announcer was reading his mind. Though his voice was soft and sympathetic, it crawled beneath Jonah’s skin, worming its way closer toward his angry heart, and dropping a lit match on the rage he’d been holding in check.

      Jonah surrendered his grip on the zombie’s neck, then let the monster fall forward, its mouth wide open, ready to chomp down. Before it could make contact, Jonah sent his head slamming into the zombie’s nose, blinding the rabid undead with a sharp shock of sudden but momentary pain.

      In that split second, the zombie released its grip and Jonah seized his moment, reaching up with both arms, leaving his face, neck, and chest entirely exposed, but hoping, and perhaps even praying, that he’d properly gauged the orb’s distance.

      Jonah’s hands seized its cold, glassy surface, then brought it down hard onto the zombie’s skull.

      The creature screamed.

      Kirkman yelled, “What the hell?” as the orb whirred, hummed, and beeped, trying to find its bearings and free itself from Jonah’s grasp.

      He could feel the humming and a slight burning in his arms, but Jonah held on.

      He stood, walked over to the zombie, now struggling to stand, and smashed the orb onto its head again.

      “Die!” he screamed, as the orb split the monster’s skull.

      “FUCKING!” he bellowed with a second blow.

      “DIE!” With the final bash, Jonah threw the orb at the zombie’s crumbling face.

      Its screen was cracked and flickering, the humming now only a sputter.

      Jonah could see Kirkman screaming, but the speakers were silent, so he could only guess at what the announcer was saying — probably a warning about not destroying the camera orb.

      Jonah reached down, retrieved the orb, then raised it to his face, swallowing the rising tide of venom.

      “How’s that for WOW factor?” Jonah asked the camera, before throwing the orb as hard and as far as he could back into the cave.

      Then he headed for the woods.
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            Anastasia Lovecraft

          

        

      

    

    
      Inside the Walls of City 6

      

      Anastasia stared at the largest of the more than twenty TVs that lined the Social, watching her father, Jonah, square off against the zombies.

      She cringed when he went down and the zombie swiped his machete away. Ana thought that was it — her father was dead. But suddenly, he looked up and into the orb’s camera, grabbed it, and continued to bash it into the zombie’s skull until he finally stood, victorious.

      The bar erupted into a nearly universal applause, but Ana stayed silent, burying herself in the long brown hair that hid her emerald eyes.

      She glared at the TV.

      “I’m sorry,” said Michael.

      Her best friend half-smiled from across the table, then set his warm hand on top of hers and gently squeezed. His smile was sympathetic, sewn on his mouth with a compassion no one else in the bar possessed.

      As if to punctuate her thought, a group of guys at the bar traded a thundering round of high-fives.

      “Jo-nah! Jo-nah!” they chanted, their cheers drifting through the bar’s smoky fog.

      “Why did I let you talk me into coming here?” she whispered to Michael. “You know I hate this place.”

      “I’m sorry.” He looked down. “You said you couldn’t bear to watch it at Chimney Rock. I thought this was better.”

      Chimney Rock was what they, and most of the younger people, called the orphanage where Ana had been placed. It was one of City 6’s three State-run orphanages, and while they knew the place as Chimney Rock, its official title was the much less pleasant Home for Wayward Youths and Miscreants.

      The Rock was a sprawling complex in the beating heart of the City, its outside as sooty and black as the spirit festering inside. The Rock was where they sent the children of State prisoners, and where Ana and her 14-year-old brother, Adam, had been living for the last two months, ever since their father destroyed everything.

      Ana was assigned to stay at Chimney Rock until she turned eighteen — six long months away. Only then would she be allowed to claim custody of Adam, provided she earned her keep at the textile, where it was her job to sew buttons onto shirts, all day, six days a week, twelve hours a day, until her fingers were numb or throbbing. Usually both. As awful as the throbbing was, most times Ana preferred it to the numb sensation which tricked her into thinking her fingers had disappeared.

      Where she’d go after Chimney Rock was anybody’s guess.

      Most likely, she’d have no choice but to move to the Dark Quarter, the nearly lawless ghetto of City 6. In some ways, she wondered if Adam would be better off staying on at the orphanage. Sure, he’d be miserable, but at least he’d be safe, something she couldn’t guarantee in the Dark Quarter.

      A day never passed when Ana didn’t wish she’d tested well for any other aptitude back when she was fifteen and chose to test for sewing, but only because her friend Ginny Thompson thought it would be fun working together. Ironically, Ginny failed the test and wound up working the fields. How farming — being out in the open all day long — was what you got when you failed, and being trapped inside a hot factory through nearly every hour of sunlight was what you got when you passed … it seemed a cruel joke to Ana.

      She still remembered her mom congratulating her when she was first awarded her placement at the textile factory — as if she’d made a tremendous achievement and would thus be rewarded with meaningful work. It was easy enough for her mom, who had been gifted at planning and therefore landed a comfortable desk job with the City, as did her dad, who had worked all the way to major at City Watch before the events that upended their lives.

      The chants of “Jo-nah!” finally died away, save for one lone screamer, a drunken, long-haired 18-year-old she’d known all too well. Liam Harrow was tipping back his glass and going on long past everyone else. He turned to Ana mid-swig, then turned his eyes back to the screen.

      She kept watching him, a mix of annoyance and anger stewing inside her gut.

      He turned to Ana.

      “What?” he said, a slur of hostility thick in his voice. “Think you’d be happy your daddy made it to the Final Battle.”

      “Do I look happy?” Ana shot back. “Don’t worry. He won’t last five seconds against Bear.”

      “Some way to talk about your father,” Liam said, finishing his beer. He climbed from his stool, breaking rank with his trio of drinking buddies, each of them ranging between ten and fifteen years older than him, and looking every bit as rough around the edges. Probably Underground scum.

      One of them, a red-haired, green-eyed man with a thick beard, slapped a hand on Liam’s shoulder and said, “Leave her be. Let’s watch the recaps.”

      He shook his buddy’s hand away, then glanced back as if to say, Don’t fuck with me.

      Liam was younger than the others, but also in significantly better shape. Fighting shape, though Ana had little doubt he’d be wearing a permanent ale gut by the time he was twenty-five — if he lived that long, or didn’t wind up in prison. Or, even more likely, outside the Wall.

      Michael started to stand as Liam approached their table.

      Ana put her hand over his, then shook her head. “No. I’ll handle this.” She held his stare and made him silently agree.

      It wouldn’t do to have Michael playing hero.

      He was a gentleman — sweet, good-looking in a nice guy sorta way, and in excellent shape, but not a fighter. Liam, especially drunk, could hurt him badly. If Ana were to lose Michael, she would be both friendless and motherless.

      “Someone oughta teach you to respect your elders.” Liam sauntered to their table, wearing a wide grin, as though just finishing a hysterical joke, with a punchline tailored for one.

      “You’re only a year older than me, hardly an elder,” Ana said, half-laughing, and only on the outside.

      “I’m talking about Jonah.” Liam looked down at Ana, ignoring Michael entirely. “Your father was a good man.”

      “Yeah, I suppose … if you like men who murder their wives.” Ana glanced at her hands, forcing herself to sip her sugar water rather than engage him any further. She had plenty to say about her father, but none of it was any of Liam’s business.

      “You still buying that bullshit about how he killed your mom?” Liam shook his head. “Come on, Ana, you know better than that. He was fucking set up.”

      “Whatever.” Ana was tempted to say the only bullshit here was the stuff he was peddling. Ana had been there. She’d seen Jonah kill her mother.

      It was, after all, her testimony that had sent him away. Ana was still considered a child, so that detail of the famous case had been kept from the News Agency and off the public reels, though she had assumed word had been whispered anyway. But maybe not, if Liam didn’t know.

      He laughed, a drunken, almost sick-sounding cackle, which quickly fell into a dry-heave, like he was trying to think of something more to say, maybe something clever, but couldn’t draw even a single drop from the well. He raised a fist to his mouth, bit it, then turned from their table and stormed away.

      Ana watched as he marched off, surprised when he suddenly spun back toward her and shouted, “You know, you really are a brat!”

      Ana’s mouth dropped open, shocked that Liam had called her a “brat,” of all things. And the way he said it suggested it wasn’t something that had just come to him — it was a long-held belief that he’d thought a million times before that moment. She wasn’t sure which surprised her more — that Liam thought she was a brat, or that he’d thought about her at all. It wasn’t as if their paths crossed all that often. Liam hadn’t gone to school with her since he was placed in the orphanage almost a decade ago after his father killed himself. And they rarely saw each other outside of the occasional run-in at the market or City Park, where she used to hang out before starting work on her seventeenth birthday.

      “I am not!” she snapped back, feeling her face redden as her fists curled into balls beneath the table.

      “Oh yes you are!” Liam said, cackling like before, now louder. “Your father had nothing but the best things to say about you, and you have the gall to sit here, sipping on your sugar water while wishing him dead? Dead? You aren’t just a brat, Ana, you’re an icy-hearted bitch.”

      She was too shocked to punch the bastard right in his smug mouth like she wanted.

      But Michael leapt from the table and to Ana’s defense. “She said to leave her alone!”

      “Sit down, Michelle,” Liam snapped, moving surprisingly fast, shoving him hard toward his seat.

      The nudge was just enough to send Michael’s ass banging against the booth, where he only stayed for a moment. Then Michael lunged from his sprawl, swinging before he was standing.

      Even drunk, Liam deftly stepped aside as Michael shot past him and fell awkwardly to the floor.

      Scattered laughter rippled through the bar.

      Ana fumed, then stood and yelled, “Stop it!”

      Liam, whose back was to Ana as he waited for Michael’s next move, turned to her, eyes wide, surprised by the sudden outburst.

      Their eyes met — his were icy blue but blushed with spirits — locked in the realization that everyone in the bar was staring at them, and that trouble was a coiled snake, ready to strike.

      Liam’s friends were watching, but they weren’t hooting or hollering, like most of the bar patrons. They seemed concerned for their friend, and possibly worried about what he might do next. They approached Michael as he stood, hands out, to show they didn’t mean to hurt him and wanted to soothe the situation before it escalated further.

      “Here, let me help,” said the man with the light-red beard, extending a hand to Michael to help him off the floor.

      Liam took a step toward Ana, blinking as his cheeks twitched. “You really think he did it, don’t you?”

      In that moment, for the first time since Ana had seen her father standing over her mother’s dead body, a seed of doubt was sprouting.

      It made no sense, but hell if it wasn’t germinating anyway. Maybe it was the conviction in Liam’s eyes. How can he be so certain of his innocence? She wasn’t sure how he knew her dad, though she had her suspicions, since her father was a rumored member of the Underground.

      What does Liam know that I don’t?

      Michael yelled something at Liam’s friends, shaking off their assistance. He took a few steps toward the bar, grabbed a bottle from the counter, then raced toward Liam, bottle raised, ready to attack from behind.

      Ana’s eyes widened before her mouth could either warn Liam or stop Michael.

      But Liam was fluent in danger. He spun around just as Michael swung the bottle and connected with Liam’s forehead. Glass shattered. Liam screamed as they both stumbled forward and fell to the floor.

      Ana jumped back, working to determine the best means of breaking up the fight.

      Two seconds later, City Watch guards burst into the bar — a pack of six, dressed in black, heavily armed, faces concealed by impenetrable black enclosed helmets.

      “Break it up,” one of the men ordered through his helmet’s muffled speakers, masking the Watcher’s voice while adding several layers of menace.

      Michael and Liam both looked up, surprised, then quickly untangled their fight.

      The Watchers responded as if both were still a threat.

      A pair of Watchers thrust out their safety sticks, connecting with Michael and Liam, a fierce electrical current sending them into writhing spasms, screaming on the floor.

      As Michael and Liam twitched, incapacitated, on the floor, the Watchers began swinging their sticks as clubs, and bashing the fallen men repeatedly.

      Ana started toward them, as if she might somehow talk sense into the Watchers, but someone grabbed her by the elbow. She turned, surprised. A Black man in his mid-fifties with graying hair and a scruffy salt-and-pepper beard was wearing the same serious look her father often wore — an expression that begged her to listen rather than run.

      “Don’t,” was all he said, pulling her toward the back of the bar, away from the cluster of Watchers surrounding Michael and Liam.

      “But—”

      “If you get involved, it’ll be way worse. Just let ‘em get their steam out, do what they’re gonna do, and leave.”

      “They’re hurting them,” Ana said, defending not just Michael — who didn’t deserve to be beaten for helping her — but also, to her surprise, Liam, even though he’d started the fight.

      “Yes, but they’ll kill you, Anastasia.”

      How does he know my name?

      She looked closer at the man. He was dressed just like anyone else in the bar, a working man’s unofficial uniform: plain blue jeans and a button-down, long-sleeve gray shirt. Nothing fancy or which stood out enough to impress the few women mingling in the bar.

      Yet he seemed strangely familiar.

      “Trust me,” he said.

      “Let go of me!” someone shouted.

      Ana couldn’t tell if it was Liam or Michael since it was slightly higher-pitched than either guy’s normal tone, but it yanked her attention back to the Watchers as they slapped a pair of black cuffs on Michael and Liam, roughly lifted both men to their feet, and marched them out the front doors.

      Ana turned back to the man.

      “Don’t worry. They’ll book them as drunks and let ’em out in the morning.” He shook his head. “Unless one of them does something dumb. I’m sure Liam won’t do anything too stupid. He’s been through the system a few times and knows how, and who, to charm when he needs to. How about your guy?”

      So he knows Liam. I’ll bet he’s one of the Underground.

      Figures.

      Ana screamed, this man now the new target of her anger. “I dunno, but he didn’t deserve this! He was standing up for me against that drunk jerk!”

      The man opened both hands, waving them downward. “Keep it down, will ya?”

      His eyes flitted to the bar. Ana followed his gaze. A pair of Watchers were still in the bar, questioning patrons. One of the officers stood by the doors, turning away two men as they tried to leave.

      “They’re gonna question all of us,” said the man, clearly frustrated. “I suggest you stick to what happened and try to stay calm. Don’t mention your father unless they mention him first. Of course, once they get your name from your chip, they’ll know who you are and link you to Jonah. So, whatever you do, don’t lie. They’ve got scanners in their helmets to see if you’re telling the truth.” He cleared his throat as though it added a layer of importance to his words. “You have to tell them the truth.”

      “Why?” she asked.

      “Just do what I say. Go sit and wait for them to come to you. I’ll catch up with you, soon as I can.” The man turned, walked to the back of the bar, then disappeared into the men’s room.

      Ana looked around, noticing one of the men at the bar talking to a Watcher and pointing at her.

      She returned to her table and sat, sipping her sugar water and dreading her looming interrogation.

      On the wall, a ubiquitous City Watch poster, just like those that lined the city streets, the factories, and shops, asked an omnipresent question.

      Do you REALLY know your neighbor? Watch. Listen. Report.
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        * * *

      

      “What happened?” the Watcher asked from behind his mask, his voice sounding more robotic than human.

      Ana spoke to the guard, thinking of the man whose name she didn’t know and the advice she couldn’t ignore: tell the truth.

      Though Ana couldn’t shake the feeling that everything she said was being monitored for honesty and would probably be fed to someone in a room somewhere, or maybe recorded and added to her existing data log, to somehow, in some unknown way, be used against her someday, she did tell the truth. Ana remembered taking a tour of the City Watch Tower as a child and seeing room after room filled with computers and monitors, with Watchers observing camera feeds from the streets, from the woods, from the sky orbs, and even from within people’s homes. No doubt there were also screens and maybe even separate rooms devoted to watching the feeds from the Watchers’ helmets.

      “Did Liam say why he thinks your father is innocent?” the Watcher asked.

      Ana was frozen under the question’s weight, wondering if telling the truth would lead to trouble for Liam. If he were part of the Underground, which she only suspected but didn’t know, he could be held and tried as a traitor. She had to be careful not to get him into more trouble than his mouth had already made for himself.

      “Hell if I know,” she said, allowing her anger to surface just enough to shift the conversation. “He was drunk. He’s always been a drunk since he could buy alcohol. He’s always antagonizing me. I’d say he’s trying to get in my pants, but again, you’d have to ask him why he’s such an asshole.”

      She’d hoped to elicit a laugh from behind the helmet’s dark glass, but nothing but silence surfaced from behind the keeper’s visor.

      “Okay,” he said, finally standing. “Thank you for your time. We’ll be in touch if we have any further questions. You’re at Chimney Rock?”

      “Except when I’m working at the shirt factory, six in the morning to six in the evening, all days but Sunday.”

      “Okay, then.” The Watcher turned from the table and walked away, leaving her alone with a bottomless sigh.

      Ana hoped nobody would smell her deception and return to the table. Who would care for Adam if she went to jail? She kept sipping her sugar water until the last of the Watchers finally left and the racing pulse in her neck seemed to calm.

      The Social returned to normal, with people drinking to forget, to celebrate, and a few, she suspected, just to get through the day so they could wake up tomorrow, start over, and pretend their way through the same shit again.

      Though she was of drinking age, Ana had never touched alcohol. But as she sat alone at the table, wondering whether Michael was okay and worrying that she might have gotten Liam into worse trouble, she started to see its appeal.

      She looked at Michael’s half-full drink — red, like her sugar water, but alcoholic. She forgot what he’d called it when he ordered — a Crimson Bomb, she thought. She looked around the bar, still feeling every eye on her, although not a single gaze appeared to be pointed her way. Most of the people were watching the replay of Darwin Games highlights before the network returned to a live stream.

      She reached across the table, grabbed the glass, then lifted Michael’s drink to her lips, resting it just under her nose and wincing at the strong blend of fruity and pungent.

      How do people drink this stuff?

      She looked through the glass, marveling at the deep red color, much deeper than her own drink, which was almost pink, diluted by the slivers of melting ice. Michael’s drink looked almost like blood. She dared a sip, then nearly spit it back into the cup. If Ana was alone she would have, but the onlookers would laugh, so she swallowed the bitter liquid, then set the glass back on the table and pushed it to the other side.

      Wow! That tastes like cat piss!

      Not that she’d ever tasted cat piss.

      “You have to swallow faster,” said a voice from behind her.

      She turned to see the old Black man again, motioning toward the chair.

      “May I?” he asked.

      “Sure.” Ana nodded, feigning indifference, which she figured was better than seeming too eager, or too easy a mark. That was one of the lessons her father taught her long ago, back before whatever turned him into a monster had done its dark work.

      “You have to watch out for opportunists,” her father had said. “They’re always around, and always have an angle. Disarm them by never showing interest in their pitch.”

      “My name is Duncan. I’d shake your hand, but I prefer not to draw any glances to the fact that we’re just meeting.” The man winked, but there was nothing untoward in it.

      She folded her arms across her chest. “Wanna tell me how you know my name?”

      “I knew Jonah.”

      Ana resisted the urge to storm out of the Social that second. “So, what, does that mean you’re with the Underground?”

      “Well, we don’t go around calling it that, especially in mixed company.” His eyes again flitted around the bar. “But, yes. And let me tell you, Anastasia, you don’t want any more attention from City Watch. What did you tell them?”

      “The truth, like you said.”

      “What did they ask?”

      She told him.

      Duncan nodded.

      “So,” she asked, “did I get Liam in trouble?”

      “Probably no more than he usually gets himself in. That boy is too reckless.”

      “No shit,” Ana said.

      Duncan burst out laughing, surprised by either Ana’s candor or choice of words. “You’re a lot like him, you know.”

      “Like Liam?”

      “Well, him too. But no, I meant your father.”

      She ignored the compliment, assuming it was one. “So, how did you know him? My dad. Was he with you all?”

      “Yes. But we met when we were both on City Watch.”

      “And what, you think he’s some sorta hero or something?” She tried to keep from rolling her eyes.

      “I don’t think he did what you think he did, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “I saw him do it,” Ana said, shifting uncomfortably in her seat. This was the first time she’d told anyone other than Michael, Adam, or the law what she’d seen. “Though I do love how everyone thinks they know better than me.”

      “You’ve gotta understand: people looked up to your father, and most who know him can’t believe he would ever kill your mother.” Duncan shook his head. “He wasn’t that kind of man. He loved her. He loved you, and your brother.”

      Ana looked down because she couldn’t keep looking into Duncan’s eyes without wanting to cry. “You think I wanna see him that way? He was my dad. He was the world to me. But I was there, and I saw what he did. And I see it every time I close my eyes. And anyone who claims that he’s innocent is calling me a damned liar.”

      Duncan smiled, a hint of sympathy like a shadow in his eyes, as if he were talking to someone too stupid to see the simple truth of what he was saying.

      Ana grabbed the Crimson Bomb and took a long gulp, swallowing without tasting, then slammed her empty glass on the tabletop louder than intended. The alcohol was awful, but she hoped the burn in her throat would numb the pounding in her head.

      She stood to leave, turned away from him.

      “You’re not a liar, but you are lying.”

      “What?” Her voice rose in pitch as she turned her glare on him, realizing in that moment that she didn’t care what Duncan had to say. “Just leave me alone.”

      Then she stomped toward the exit before Duncan could issue another word.

      Ana pushed through the doors and stepped into the bustling, frigid City street, crowded with walkers and carts and the omnipresent City Watch orbs; floating, observing, forever monitoring the streets for any sign of dissent or crime.

      Somewhere above the towering buildings on either side of the wide street, the pale moon was waking from its slumber, concealed beneath thick smog. Ana stared enviously at the lit windows along the upper floors of the apartments across the street, wondering if she’d ever see the inside of something so nice.

      Of course not. Girls of my station can only dream … or marry into that kind of life.

      The City’s upper floors were reserved for the powerful and the wealthy, never the commoners. And now that she was the daughter of a convict, no man of wealth, power, or even a decent reputation would ever be seen with a girl such as her. She was surprised that Michael still spoke to her, though Ana suspected he harbored a crush and was too shy to admit it.

      When her father was arrested, her friends suddenly distanced themselves as if her condition were contagious. All but Michael had left her side. Ana couldn’t risk her last remaining friendship by introducing romance into the equation.

      She was so caught up in staring above and thinking about Michael that Ana never saw the crash coming until they were both spilling toward the ground in opposite directions. She was startled, but even more surprised by the realization that her collision was with one of the older men from the bar — the one with the light-red beard who had been standing beside Liam and had offered Michael a helping hand up.

      Red Beard helped Ana to her feet. She accepted, a cool confusion through her body as she felt him slip something that felt like folded paper — maybe a message? — inside her hand before closing her fist around it.

      “Wait until you’re out of sight,” he whispered, before falling a step back, clearing his throat, tipping his head, and in a louder voice saying, “Sorry, miss, all my fault. I should really watch where I’m going.”

      “Oh … okay,” Ana said, slowly shaking her head, confused, wondering what he’d slipped into her hand, but also hyperaware of the orb humming twenty feet above, watching, likely recording their every move and word.

      She tucked the folded paper into her pocket and briskly walked away, eager to find a spot far away from the prying eyes of City Watch to read her message.
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