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    To my mom.




    Thank you for always believing in me.




    I wish you could have seen this.




     




    And to Wyoming,




    my wild and sometimes unforgiving home.


  




  

    Chapter 1




    The Ghost Returns




    Home loomed ahead. He’d been on the road and in the wastes for nearly a year, and the safety and familiarity of Casper rose out of the prairie and the hills. Home. Protection from the wind and the wild—and the animals who preyed on the unwary or unlucky.




    The tall, weather-beaten man in the battered gray duster made his way to the gates of the encampment, dust kicking up from the road all over his patched and patched-again boots. The sun had begun its descent, looming large in the western sky. He held the reins of his horse, a gray stallion that he’d shared four years of his life and the last year on the road with, walking him the last half mile so as to put the town’s guards at ease from a distance. The horse’s large size had a tendency to make others nervous if they didn’t know his intent.




    He squinted to look at the guardhouse, noticing two men at the ready, having seen him from a ways off. From his vantage, he could see the glint of the sun off their spear points. Too intent on the two men in front of him, he didn’t notice the large pile of horse crap on the dirt road. He stepped heavily into it, coming up to the ankles of his already beaten and filthy jeans. He grumbled then and shook his boot, a frown crossing his scarred face.




    “Well, that’s just about right,” he grumbled, then continued in his head. Shit all over my shit-kickers.




    The juvenile joke immediately elicited a wry smile. He stopped and scraped the rest of the mess off using a rock just off the road. Worse things in the world than shit on your boots, he thought.




    “You could have warned me, ya know,” the man said to his horse, with a laugh. “What good are you, Dakota?”




    The horse looked at him disinterestedly and let out a snort. The pair continued their slow march toward the gate until the silence was broken by one of the guardsmen when the newcomer and Dakota had closed to about fifty feet.




    “State your name and your business!” barked the guard on the left, causing his mirror on the right to break his bearing and shoot a glance at where the offending voice had come from. The guard said the words loudly, but it still seemed mechanical to the visitor—as if he were an automaton in one of the science-fiction books he’d been fortunate enough to find out on the road. Still, the guard had lifted his spear when he had shouted, and that point didn’t look like anything worth messing with.




    “Dammit, Will, it’s me. Andrew Shelton,” grunted the tall newcomer. “You know who I am and that I’m here to see the mayor. He’s been expecting me. I’ve got the package he asked me to track down. Let him know I’m here, huh? I’ll wait outside if it’ll make you feel any better.”




    “Wait to the side, please, sir.” Will, the guard-sergeant, lowered his spear slowly, then drew it back up sharply until it pointed skyward. “We’ll let him know you’ve arrived.”




    “As you’d have it,” Andrew muttered, more to himself. “I’ll be over here, away from the horse shit.”




    The second guard snickered at that, causing Will to cast him a baleful glance and a sharp rejoinder.




    “Enough, Sam! You’re a city guard, so act like it.”




    The second deflated at that, and he stopped laughing immediately under the reprimand. The newcomer allowed himself another grin. Will must have been promoted to guard-sergeant while I was gone, Andrew thought. Good choice, but the risk of it going to his head was already clear. Will was tall, nearly as tall as Andrew’s six-foot-four frame, but with a stockier build. It was clear he had been a laborer before—and maybe even during—his service as a city guard. Will turned to the other guard and motioned with his head, telling him to leave his post and notify the mayor. Sam put down his weapon, then took off on a dead run as Will turned back to the visitor.




    “Are you armed?”




    Andrew shook his head and sighed. “Of course I’m armed, Will. You’ve been outside the gates, so you know damn well I’m carrying. And yes, you may take inventory of the weapons I am bringing in, but no, I won’t be leaving those weapons at the gatehouse because I have permanent residence inside the gates. You know I’ve been here before, right?”




    Will’s stony visage broke somewhat, and he slumped a little in his dingy, torn uniform. “I know, I know. It’s just protocol. Things have gotten a little tense since you left the last time, Ghost.”




    Ghost. Andrew hadn’t heard the nickname in a while. He thought on the more than a year since he’d left Casper; he had been alone or in the company of strangers for most of that time. That was the life of a seeker, he thought. Never stay in one place too long—just long enough to get a job, get out, go back, and get paid. Wash, rinse, repeat. Will’s tone gave him reason for pause, even if the area was likely safer than most others these days.




    “Tense? What’s going on?”




    “Can’t really say. There’s just an edge to people here lately. A few folks have come up missing, but you know how it is around here. It’s hard to say if they didn’t just leave.”




    Ghost didn’t like hearing that, but he recognized that the security response was likely the right one, even if it was presently unwarranted. The cities and towns of the Free Zone were frequently the target of raiding parties from the east and west, even if most weren’t successful. Still, it was a violent existence, and he didn’t blame the locals for being nervous.




    As the two men stood waiting, Ghost surveyed the wall around the gatehouse. Made of wooden logs from harvested Russian olive trees, then reinforced with metal scrapped from old vehicles from around the city, the wall had been built years after the Red Death, when it had become apparent that the town’s neighbors might not play nicely. Although the signing of the Rocky Mountain Free Zone Agreement between towns from Idaho, Montana, Wyoming, and Colorado had offered some relief, not everyone agreed with it, and the town was always on alert for raiders. The gate next to the guard shack held the markings of one of the town’s older—and odder—traditions: the chalk-written calendar in large white letters. It was May 1, 2134. In smaller letters below, 109 A.P., or After the Plague, reminded visitors how many years had passed since the world had changed.




    Nearly ten minutes passed before the guard returned. He reappeared with a dumb smile playing across his face, which didn’t surprise Ghost much at all. The guard clearly looked as if he’d been running, but he wasn’t even a little out of breath. Clearly these guards were at least in good physical shape, if not the most motivated, disciplined, or even that bright.




    “Get any more shit on your boots, there, Ghost?” he asked with a laugh.




    Will shook his head impatiently. “Soldier, what the hell is wrong with you? What’d the mayor say?”




    “He said, ‘Send him in!’” he replied, cheerfully. “He also mentioned that your meeting isn’t until tomorrow morning, but that you are welcome to go to your quarters.” He stopped for a moment, as what likely passed as a thoughtful look crossed across his face. “I think he’s been expecting him,” he said, almost conspiratorially.




    Will drew his head up and passed an imploring glance at Ghost, a nonverbal pleading for assistance that would not come. Will may have been chosen as a guard-sergeant for a reason, but he couldn’t choose his troops—and they, at least at first glance, seemed to be lacking.




    Ghost smirked and started toward the gatehouse. The guard-sergeant reminded him with a slight raise of his spear that he should allow the guards to take inventory of Ghost’s armament. He shrugged his shoulders, dropping the coat off his back. He gestured to Sam, who cheerfully held the duster. Ghost pulled his rifle from the scabbard on Dakota’s saddle, lifted and turned it so the guards could see, then returned it to the leather case. He then waved his arm over the pistol seated in its thigh-rig holster. Last, he gave the same flourish over the foreign-looking blade—known as a kukri in times long past—on his opposite hip.




    “Anything in the bag?” asked the guard-sergeant.




    Ghost pulled his bag off his back and opened it up toward the guard.




    The book he carried with him everywhere sat atop the camping gear deeper in the bag. Will motioned to pull the book free, and Ghost slapped the bag shut on his hand. “That’s all my weapons, and that should just about do it, Guard-Sergeant,” he said with a resolution that gave little room for argument. He shouldered the bag, then brought himself to a position of attention, rendering a salute typical of the guard. The gesture took Will by surprise, but he placed the gear inside the guard shack and returned the salute.




    “I know you know where you’re headed, Ghost,” he said with some hesitation. “Just be careful, all right?”




    Ghost started at the sudden worry and thought to ask whether he should be concerned about the mayor’s safety or even his own, but the guard-sergeant had already gone back to his duties. He thought for an instant to press the issue, but he had to put that in the past for what was to come in the future. He passed through the gates, heading north along the river.




    *


  




  

     




    Kareena Ambani




    Office of Infectious Diseases




    Centers for Disease Control and Prevention




    Email dated August 8, 2025




    TO: RADM Murtha Ikeda, Principal Deputy Director




    SUBJ: // TOP SECRET // Black Aegis Project




    Rear Admiral Ikeda,




    Black Aegis has been taken out of confinement. Uncertain if this is an act of bioterrorism.




    Virus has been carried to Hartsfield International Airport. Assume further transmission.




    Estimate 60%-80% infection rates, 80%-95% mortality rates.




    Recommendation: Alert Washington and begin sealed isolation and quarantine measures. Even intra-city travel must be stopped immediately. HIGHLY RECOMMEND DECLARATION OF MARTIAL LAW.




    Isolating the entirety of the population to the highest possible degree is crucial; however, given the highly infectious nature of the virus, a positive outcome is extremely unlikely even with those measures.




    May God have mercy on us all.




    Very respectfully,




    Kareena Ambani




    *


  




  

    Chapter 2




    Back Again




    Just after passing through the gates, Ghost’s senses were assailed by the familiar sights, scents and sounds of Casper. Immediately inside the gate, an aged bronze statue of a cowboy and bull engaged in a struggle welcomed comers to town. The smaller letters below the bronze had fallen off long ago, their message lost to time. Probably blown off in this damned wind, Ghost thought. The sound of metalwork reverberated through the air from the east, mingling with the whinnies of horses and the bubbling of the river.




    The powerful aroma of sour mash emanated from just beyond the inn and saloon up the road to the right, where they had set up a makeshift still to mix the ingredients necessary to make a local brand of terrible whiskey.




    He’d heard they’d tried to give it a name, but it hadn’t really taken off. He wondered if it was because it never made sense to give rotgut a name, but he searched his memory for it. He felt like Platte Whiskey was familiar—or was it Horseshoe, for the name of the saloon? He pushed it from his mind as he heard the boisterous shouts emanating from the place. Still, as he walked past the establishment, he considered stopping for a minute to get a drink.




    He decided against it. First things first, he thought. I’ve got to get Dakota into the stable. As Ghost walked by the bar, two city guards dragged a smaller man down the steps of the Horseshoe and unceremoniously dumped him onto the dirt road. Another man stepped out of the small tavern, shouting obscenities toward the clearly unconscious drunk. Ghost chuckled to himself as he continued toward city hall. Some things never change, he supposed. Poor bastard’s night is headed straight for the jailhouse.




    The guards shouted at the foul-mouthed gentleman to go back inside the bar, which he begrudgingly did after throwing a one-fingered salute as a final word on the matter. Ghost shook his head with a grin and continued his walk north along the North Platte River.




    He led the horse by his bridle toward the stable, across the broken asphalt and dirt road that led from city hall. There were hitching posts at most of the merchant areas, but Ghost found it easier to ensure Dakota was taken care of.




    He took care not to repeat the mistakes of his recent past, carefully stepping around horse droppings as he wound his way to the stable gates. As he entered the livery barn, an older woman approached in a rush from the other side of the stable, brushing hay from her jacket. A gust of wind came in with her, bringing all the scents of horses’ food and what it created.




    “What do you want?” came the almost shouted question.




    Ghost turned his head back and forth with an exaggerated flourish while gesturing wide with his arms.




    “I have no idea why I’m bringing my horse to a stable,” he responded. “What do you think, Dakota? Why are we here?”




    The crone scowled at the sarcasm.




    “Fine, fine,” she replied. “How long you need?”




    “I’m probably going to be in town for a week at least,” Ghost said, pointing at the large horse with his chin. “I’d like you folks to take care of him as best you can.”




    She appraised the size of the horse, presumably to judge how much food and care the horse would need. His immense size was likely going to cost Ghost extra.




    “Gonna be six bullets a day,” the old woman said. “Call it five if you’ve got .38 rounds. Ten if they’re .22.”




    Ghost sucked in a quick breath of air, furrowing his brow. “That’s a steep price,” he started, trailing off to get her to give her name.




    “Rita,” came the short response. “Rita O’Callahan. And that’s the price. Can’t be helped.”




    “Are you the new owner?” Ghost asked, fairly certain that unless some changes had happened while he was gone, she was not.




    “No, I don’t own the place,” she shot back. “But there is a new owner as of six months ago. I just help run the place for Shelley.”




    “Shelley, huh? Well, that price does seem a little stiff,” Ghost said. “Any chance you’d take a different form of payment?”




    She didn’t respond verbally, but her body language and the look on her face gave him the impression that barter was allowed under Shelley’s ownership. Now he just needed to figure out what to trade. Let’s start with the flashy option, he thought.




    He reached into his jacket pocket, feeling around for one of his small, well-hidden leather bags. He found the one he was looking for, a bit smaller than the others.




    “What ya got?” Rita asked, curiosity dawning on her face.




    He pulled out the pouch and dumped its contents into his hand. Red and blue gems shined in the dim light.




    “Shiny glass won’t get you shit here,” Rita said.




    To the point, if nothing else, Ghost thought.




    “These are true rubies and sapphires,” Ghost said, trying to sound as if he’d been insulted. “I scavenged them out of the ruins of some cities back east.”




    “Bullshit,” came the terse reply.




    “They are what I say they are,” Ghost said, stiffening a little under the scrutiny and starting to actually feel a bit insulted. “But I don’t blame you for thinking otherwise, if you don’t know me well enough to trust me.” He pocketed the bag, and it fell back into its normal spot in his coat. If she wasn’t impressed with that at all, no way she’d appreciate the diamonds, he thought.




    He unslung his backpack and placed it on the ground between them. He carefully opened the bag, then took one of the apples that sat on top and lifted it to Dakota’s eager mouth. The horse chomped on the fruit, and Ghost began digging around for something to trade. Something other than ammunition, anyway.




    He pulled out some odds and ends, carefully placing them on the floor next to him. He rummaged around until he found the hidden pocket he’d stitched in long ago.




    “Wait, wait, wait,” Rita said, excitement tinging her voice in what came as a welcome surprise to Ghost. “Let me see that magazine there.” She reached out with palm outstretched.




    “I wouldn’t have taken you for a National Geographic reader,” Ghost said. Who’d have guessed?




    “Looks can be deceiving,” she said, thumbing through the magazine with the aged yellow cover. “How many of these do you have?”




    Unwilling to commit to giving away his entire stash, Ghost responded to her question with a question of his own.




    “How many do you want?”




    “I’ll need one per day,” she said. “Don’t have to be these, either. Pretty much any magazine will do. Even funny books.”




    “Funny books?” Ghost asked, allowing his amusement to come through a little clearer than he probably should have.




    “Yeah, funny books,” Rita said. “Them books with more pictures than words.” She caught herself, then straightened out a bit, pulling her shoulders back and carrying herself more upright. “I would prefer the National Geographics, though.”




    Although not quite as rare and precious as some barter items, books and magazines could be hard to find. So many of them had been used to light fires in the dark days after the plague. Ghost had also long suspected that physical books were falling out of favor before the old world came crashing down. That combination made their collection challenging at times, but Ghost had amassed a fair number of books while on the road.




    “Tell you what, Rita,” Ghost replied. “I’ll give you this one, and tomorrow I’ll come back with the rest, plus more. You take good care of Dakota, make sure he’s fed and brushed down properly, then check on his shoes, and I’ll give you those and extra. I’ve got a few of them at my place here in town and I’m good for it. I mean, you do have my horse.”




    “All right. That sounds fair to me,” she said. She turned on her heel toward a far wall, then beckoned him toward an ancient ledger. He put out a finger to ask her to wait for a moment as he stripped any needed items out of Dakota’s saddlebags, then removed the rifle scabbard and slung it over his own shoulder. Satisfied that he had everything he needed, he walked over to her. She reached into her pocket and pulled out a pencil, then handed it over to him. “Put down your information there, will you?”




    He did as asked, filling out his name, the horse’s name, and how long Dakota would stay in their care.




    When finished, Ghost gave a nod of approval. A place this well run was rare these days. The new owner of the stable seemed to have a better business sense than many places he’d traveled.




    “Yup. Shelley had some good ideas coming in,” Rita said, as if reading his mind. “Cleaned the place up a little and runs it more… ‘efficiently,’ I think is the word she used.” She smiled at him. “That’s why the price went up.”




    Shelley, Ghost thought. I wonder what else has changed around here this last year.




    *


  




  

     




    News article




    The New York Times




    ‘Red Death’ officially labeled pandemic




    By Edward Peterson




     




    NEW YORK, Sept. 5, 2025 — A doctor at the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention said this week that the disease that appeared two weeks ago, known to the public as the Red Death, has officially been labeled a pandemic by the organization. The Red Death was part of a study called the Black Aegis Project that left containment in August.




    The illness is a viral hemorrhagic fever, similar to the Ebola virus, and its release was accidental, according to the unnamed informant within the CDC.




    Hospitals across the globe are at capacity or overflowing with patients, said Dmitry Kovalenko, a spokesperson with the World Health Organization, and the disease has been named a Grade 4 health emergency by the WHO.




    How lethal is the Red Death?




    The disease is exceedingly deadly, with the majority of those people who fall ill from the disease dying. According to the CDC informant, the disease has a particularly high infection rate and a matching mortality rate. These factors, combined with a slow incubation period in which most of those infected are asymptomatic, have made the disease particularly hard to combat.




    When pressed as to whether this disease was a world-killer virus, the informant declined comment and ended the interview.




    Anyone showing symptoms of the Red Death should seek medical care immediately.




    *


  




  

    Chapter 3




    In the Horseshoe Saloon




    Carl was a drifter, and his big mouth had gotten his small frame in trouble more than once. He frequently found himself getting punched after making some remark or another to people who didn’t much care for jokes. As he sat at the bar lost in his own thoughts, his mind traveled back to a few nights before.




    He had been scavenging when he had happened upon a settlement east of Casper, just outside of the Free Zone’s unofficial border with the Indian lands. He was more than a mile away from the town, but he could already sense something was not right. Every part of him told him that he should give the town a wide berth. His horse, Storm, seemed to feel the same way. The horse, usually so steadfast, was clearly unnerved by something. The mustang, dappled with gray and white, tilted his head back and forth, snorting. His stride slowed as he attempted to locate the source of his unease. Storm’s reluctance was almost enough to make Carl decide against investigating, but his nature won out against his sense of self-preservation.




    But what if someone needs help? he thought.




    As they closed to within a half mile of the town, Storm became more agitated, stamping his feet and snorting more frequently. Carl spurred him on, but the old mustang was on edge, sidestepping and rearing, trying desperately to alert Carl to the danger. Carl dismounted and grabbed his horse’s reins, walking with the horse toward the town gates.




    He’s not easily spooked, he thought. Something bad definitely happened here.




    He found it curious how quiet it was on the town’s outskirts, even though chimney smoke was visible for miles away. The uneasy, nearly eerie silence compounded his sense of anxiety as he came to the eastern gates. One of the two gates still stood, haphazardly hanging by one hinge, scorch marks scarring the wood. The other laid flat in the dust, half burned. The hand-painted sign announcing the town as “Lost Springs” stood above the gate, hanging from a single nail.




    As he came closer to the settlement’s entrance, Carl smelled it before he saw it. A raw, putrid stench that he had hoped to never again experience pounded his nose. The nauseating sweetness of burnt flesh carried on the wind toward him, and a sick feeling overcame him, the smell settling on his tongue. Yet his curiosity was stronger than his revulsion. Storm probably noticed the smell thirty minutes ago, he thought. As if on cue, the horse reared and resisted entering what was left of the gate. He stomped the ground, kicking ash and dust into the wind. Carl walked over to the makeshift hitching post just outside the gate, securing Storm’s reins to the wood. He scratched behind Storm’s ear, calming the horse.




    “You’re okay, Stormy. It’s okay,” Carl said. “I’ll just be a minute, and then we can get the hell out of here.”




    The horse stamped and tried to get as far upwind as his reins would allow as Carl walked in the broken gates.




    Part of him immediately regretted the decision to go inside. As soon as he crossed the threshold to the town, he was met with a pile of corpses to the right. Although they were few, those that were there had been badly mutilated and burned, stacked haphazardly like a pile of meaty firewood. The lack of dogs or other carrion feeders, combined with the heat coming from the burned buildings, added to his sense of dread. This attack was recent.




    He retched at the sight, and went on his guard in case some of the raiders had stuck around. He compacted his already short and scrawny frame, brandishing his buck knife. Carl crouch-ran to the fence line southwest of the gate, keeping his back to the wall and stepping sideways. He struck an odd figure, but he firmly believed that it was his caution that had kept him alive in the nearly twenty-five years since he had escaped one of the more fundamentalist Mormon compounds near Ogden as a young man.




    He was all but crawling along the edge of the town as he turned a corner to see a pack of feral dogs feeding on bodies, carrion birds waiting patiently for their turn. Carl guessed that these animals’ presence meant the raiders had likely moved on, but he wouldn’t let his guard down just yet. Avoiding a raider to be mauled by a pack of dogs was no better fate.




    Carl was backing away from the animals when he heard a quiet coughing coming from one of the houses. He hesitated for a moment, quietly standing still and straining to listen. The noise came again, from the house directly north of him. He held his breath and ran toward the front door—or more appropriately, the door jam. The wooden door lay broken on the floor, having likely been kicked in. Another grisly sight met him just inside. The mutilated corpses of two people, one atop the other, lay in the living quarters of the home. Much of the house had been burned away, and the bodies showed signs of being torched as well. He stopped again and listened. A shallow cough came from below him, and he dropped to his knees. He felt around the unfinished floor for anything resembling a door, eventually finding a slight seam in the wood. He drove his fingers into the gap and pried the trap door up and open, earning a few painful splinters for his efforts. He nearly broke the hinges when he finally threw the door open, but he at least found the source of the noise.




    The girl was maybe ten years old. She looked malnourished, but that was not particularly uncommon on the border towns. More pressingly, she was covered in soot and seemed to Carl to be fading in and out of consciousness. Carl grabbed her around the waist and pulled her from her hiding spot. He carried her out, back into the town, throwing caution to the wind in his newly accepted quest to save the kid.




    He ran west, away from where he’d come into the town, and toward another gate in the distance. He thanked his luck when he found a horse still alive and seemingly in good shape near the gate out of town. He guessed it had belonged to someone in Lost Springs, given the saddle and demeanor. He was also amazed that whoever had committed the atrocity before him hadn’t taken her, but he thanked his luck for it.




    I can run them both longer if I’m able to switch the burden between them, he thought.




    Carl laid the girl over the mare’s back, then mounted the horse behind her, getting virtually no argument from the animal aside a snort. He rode the mottled gray mare for no more than a minute or two toward the other gate where Storm waited. Carl didn’t even dismount when he pulled the reins free of the hitching post. He couldn’t run the horses to death with no guarantee of food or water, but he drove them consistently west for two full days for the seventy-five miles to Casper, the closest town he knew of that would probably have something resembling a doctor. He stopped only to switch between the two horses and to let them eat wild alfalfa, then at a few streams to water the horses while filling his canteen and wiping the girl’s face and trying, mostly unsuccessfully, to get her to drink something.




    When he saw the outskirts of the old city, he’d started to spur the horses on a bit quicker, the end finally in sight. The guards had let him pass quickly with his frantic explanation. He had taken her to the town’s doctor, and she had looked her over and stated that the girl would likely make a recovery, but not to get his hopes up too high. She’d watch over her, so he should go to the closest inn over at the Horseshoe to try and get some rest. He’d arrived a little after midday.




    Carl had slept fitfully, nightmares haunting his sleep. He’d finally given up before the sun came up, then just sat and stared out the dirty window, waiting for the dawn. He cleaned himself up the best he could at the communal basin, then left to head back to the clinic. When Carl stepped in the door, he was met with the doctor sitting in a waiting room chair, slumped. When her eyes met his, he could see redness and swelling, and he knew something wasn’t right.




    “She died early this morning,” she had said to him, flatly.




    She wasn’t sure exactly of what killed her, given everything that had happened in a short time. The doc guessed that the shock of her ordeal had just broken her. But he was a good man, she said. A good man to have tried so hard.




    Not good enough or hard enough, he thought.




    Losing his knees, Carl fell heavily into another nearby chair. The doctor stood and put her hand on his shoulder. He scrubbed his face with his hands, cursing himself for not getting to Casper faster. Hell, he never even knew the kid’s name.




    His thoughts drifted back to the present, where he was drinking quietly in the saloon on the west side of town, not far from city hall. The beer was warm and the liquor was rotgut, but he needed a drink or seven after the time he’d had out on the road. He’d seen so much that he wanted to forget, things he wanted to believe people weren’t capable of doing to others, and not just in Lost Springs.




    Yet when he closed his eyes, those images crept back into his mind. Even worse, when he woke in the morning still exhausted, he realized in his first thoughts of the day that no matter what he wanted to believe, people were capable of so much worse. Deep down, he knew. He stared down at the inch of bad whiskey in the glass in front of him and sighed. He threw the glass back and drained it, the dark liquid burning him all the way to his gut. He was thankful for the warmth, but he knew it’d be gone soon enough.




    He’d heard rumors of people back east near the Great Lakes who were engaging in cannibalism after torture. Rape after murder. God only knew what else. He shuddered when he thought that killing someone wasn’t even close to the worst thing he could perceive anymore. A long exhalation racked his body as he motioned for another shot of the bartender’s swill.




    He hadn’t even been in the bar for an hour before his silent contemplation was interrupted. Carl could already guess what would happen in the next few minutes, as the play had been acted out so many times already in the past. Some roughneck would stumble over to him and make some shitty comment about his parentage, his size, his face, or something similarly simple minded. Carl was typically the smallest one in the bar and, in his experience, an easy target. Violence would ensue, usually at Carl’s expense. Once again, he wasn’t wrong.




    “Was the sheep your mom or your daddy?” came the inevitable jibe. Carl sighed. All he’d wanted was a quiet drink, and now this asshole was interfering with him getting drunk. The joke wasn’t even funny—nor did it really make a whole lot of sense. He shook his head, but before good sense stopped him, he blurted out a response. “What, don’t you know, you hairy bastard? I’d have figured you’d know all about sheep-fucking parents, given the wool all over your back.”




    Roughneck’s face went slack. He certainly wasn’t expecting to have his dominion of this piss-ant bar questioned, and certainly not as publicly as that. “You… you little shit…” His voice quavered as he stuttered out a poorly worded rebuttal. Even if the spoken words weren’t coming, Carl could almost hear the big idiot’s thoughts saying, This drifter prick ain’t getting out of here without paying for that.




    Carl remained silent, not sure if a response would get him beaten or killed. He might not be from the area, but he knew the Free Zone well enough to know that an outsider wouldn’t have much support in the local bar when a local boy decided to give him a fist-delivered anesthetic. Roughneck wasn’t letting it go.




    “What… what did you say?” the barfly was nearly shaking with rage, and Carl knew things were better than fifty likely to go straight to shit.




    Carl decided upon a more reasoned, apologetic approach.




    “Look, I’m sorry. It’s been a long couple of weeks, and I’m—”




    He never finished his thought. The last thing Carl remembered was feeling a blunt force pain in the side of his head, followed by the all too familiar sensation of falling.




    *


  




  

     




    Col. Wanda Hasker, Commander, 90th Missile Wing, F.E. Warren Air Force Base




    Email dated June 14, 2026




    TO: General Luke Lipton, U.S. Strategic Command; General Jay McNally, U.S. Global Strike Command




    CC: Major General Tracy Hulett, 20th Air Force




    SUBJ:




    Good morning,




    Losing more than two thirds of my security forces to the plague had already caused an unacceptable defensive posture, and this morning our weapon storage was hit by a band of the Free Earth assholes. They just knocked over the fence and attacked from there. We were able to secure the facility eventually, but not without stopping them from getting at least two W54s and killing a quarter of what I had left in security forces. I’d reallocated Airmen from the other groups to supplement our defenders, but I am going to transfer all remaining available personnel to the security forces group to ensure the defense of the remaining assets. So many have died and so many have just abandoned their post and headed home in light of all that’s happened.




    We’ve got to assume that the possibility of attack somewhere on home soil is imminent. Please advise on any direction you’d like me to move in.




    Very respectfully,




    Wanda




    *


  




  

    Chapter 4




    Get The Girl




    “What do you mean, you don’t think you can do it?” said the beast of a man perched upon a makeshift throne to a smaller man, who wrung his hands with a clear look of discomfort. The giant leaned back in the chair, twisting the silver-colored ring with the blood-red stone on his sausage finger.




    Though the chair was built well from heavy wood, the man’s bulk seemed to threaten the throne’s breaking apart. It was clear that it was not made for him—yet he was the one to sit upon it. How many had been killed for him to take his place? He couldn’t remember, nor did he care to.




    “Boss, it’s not as easy getting into those towns as it used to be. They have stronger walls and better defenses set up now. It’s not like it was just a few years ago. We lose more people than it’s worth even getting past the gates.”




    More people than it’s worth, he thought. Like it was up to him to decide what it was worth.




    “Do you remember the last person who said they couldn’t do a job, Rahlan?”




    Rahlan flinched at the question.




    “Yes, boss. I remember.”




    There were more dead than the underling knew. Best he could tell, Rahlan only knew about the last—George—who had failed, but that omitted the half dozen or so who were either sent to die in pointless raids or buried in pieces out back.




    “What happened to George, Rahlan?” His words were sickeningly sweet and not at all congruous to the behemoth who spoke them.




    “You killed him, boss.”




    The huge man looked deprecatingly at the smaller one. “Oh, I think you can do better than that, Rahlan.”




    He looked down and mumbled.




    “What was that?”




    “You burned him alive, sir.”




    “Better. Yes. Yes, I did burn him alive, Rahlan. But what else?”




    Creating families, at least in the traditional sense, was not something that was done among his group, and it had always irked him that one had taken it upon himself to get attached to someone and breed with her. Easy enough to fix. The woman shared the fate of her man, and their child was sold. No one would question—or refuse—his commands so long as he sat upon that throne. His kingdom would be feared.




    “I remember, boss. Everyone he…” he trailed off.




    The boss’ voice boomed with impatience.




    “Let me explain something. I don’t care how many people you lose, so long as there’s at least one left to bring me what I want. And I want that girl brought back here.”




    Although this wasn’t strictly true—he knew all too well that losing loyal soldiers weakened the grip of fear he had on his subjects—he never wanted those soldiers to doubt their place.




    Yet the ones going north were hardly soldiers. Most were slaves, with a few of his more enthusiastic troops to ensure the slaves didn’t think about running away. Of course, those with loved ones were reminded before they left what would happen if they tried. Families among slaves were tolerated and even supported, as it typically left weak points among those who might try anything their liegelord would disapprove of.




    His best troops stayed with him and helped keep the camp in line while fighting off any other forces that might have designs on what was his.




    “But, boss, there’s no way. We can’t get past those guards with what we’ve got.”




    The titan shook his head and slowly stood, pulling himself from his throne. He walked toward the other man, towering over him by more than a foot. Rahlan cringed and tried to duck away from the colossus lumbering toward him. The giant stood mere inches from the cowering Rahlan, looking down at him and considering.




    “Never mind. I’ll get someone else.”




    With those words, his hands shot out at unnatural speed and grabbed Rahlan around the throat, lifting him off the ground like a child. The smaller man fought against it for as long as he could, but after a moment or two, his eyes rolled back in his head, and the frame went limp.




    He held Rahlan there until he began to discolor, then dumped him unceremoniously upon the stone floor. He stepped over the broken husk and stood in the center of the room. He waited for a moment before shouting. “Mashalmon, come here!”




    A robed figure came from an adjacent room, his hands folded into the dark-blue robe with a cowl that covered his entire head and much of his face. “Yes, my lord?”




    “Mashalmon, get a marker with someone who can figure out how to get that child and bring her here,” he said. “I’m tired of throwing troops at a meat grinder, and I ain’t wasting any more time on this. I want to see if what they’re saying about her is true. At this point, I don’t even care if you have to pay mercenaries. Just get it done.”




    The robed man turned on his heel to exit the throne room.




    “Oh, and Mashalmon.”




    He stopped but did not turn around. “Yes, my lord?”




    “Tell whoever you send that the girl is not to be touched,” he said, slowly and clearly. “Nobody puts their hands on her.”




    He raised a finger to signal his thronewarden not to leave, taking a moment to think.




    “Make sure not to get Akiadas involved, though. I don’t trust that creepy bastard.” His voice took on a singsong lilt. “Oh, and please do remind them what happens if they fail.”




    “Of course, my lord.”




    Mashalmon left the room almost silently, and the boss began walking toward the open flame and the pot over top it with its contents at a slow boil.




    He yelled into the next room. “Is this stew or a chamber pot?”




    *


  




  

     




    News article




    The Washington Post




    President, remaining members of congress assassinated in coordinated attacks




    President John Phillips was killed by a gunman at Camp David at nearly the same time a small-yield nuclear device was detonated at the steps of the Capitol while Congress was in session.




    By Ashley Reed




     




    WASHINGTON (July 5, 2026) — An unidentified assassin killed the president of the U.S. during at attack at Camp David, Maryland, shortly after noon yesterday. At nearly the same time, a nuclear weapon was detonated at or near the Capitol, killing the remaining members of Congress.




    At this time, no one is in custody for either attack. It is assumed the Capitol attacker died in the blast, according to Breanna Erickson, a spokesperson for the FBI.




    “We are currently tracking down leads from someone claiming to be a family member of the attacker,” Erickson said. “It is possible, according to this informant, that the two attacks, as well as the assailants, are related.”




    Members of the Secret Service detail are combing the area to find the shooter but have so far only found a single round from a .308 rifle.




    The attack on the Capitol destroyed the building, but the weapon used is allegedly a low-yield weapon, similar to the Davy Crockett Weapon System, armed with a W54 nuclear warhead. Military officials have not responded to questions about the weapon.




    Remaining residents of Washington and those near the Beltway are being asked to evacuate the area due to concerns about residual radioactive dust and ash from the attack.




    *


  




  

    Chapter 5




    Home Sweet Home




    After leaving Dakota in good care, Ghost headed north along the river, turning east to pass through the familiar setting of one of Casper’s merchant districts. The shops were all built over the ruins of collapsed homes, with some of the sturdier structures serving as a combined quarters and commercial space for the owner. In keeping with its original purpose of keeping people alive, as the city grew, so too did the wall of broken vehicles and concrete to ensure that anyone entering the city went through the gates. A cut from a rusty vehicle could be a death sentence, so most took care to walk around rather than over. He walked down the road lined with worn white stone, the quarters gifted to him from the mayor coming into view on the left. The mayor had offered the old clubhouse to Ghost years ago, and in the years since, he had taken the time to make the space his own with some of the trophies of his travels.




    He fished around in his pocket for the ring that held a key to the building, landing on the brass item and pulling it out. He unlocked the door and entered the dark building. The huge windows that had overlooked the now-overgrown golf course had long been broken and boarded over.




    Must have been a beautiful view once upon a time, Ghost thought, not for the first time. He pulled one of the thousand lighters he’d scavenged out of his pocket and lit three candles, offering meager light to the dark room. He headed back from the entryway into his own quarters, landing heavily into a chair, then dropping his bag on the ground. He carefully removed his book and the item he’d returned with for the mayor, placing the small pile on a table nearby. The rest he dumped unceremoniously on the floor in front of him.




    He poked at the pile of odds and ends, clothing and trail food, looking to see if he had missed anything. He briefly considered nodding off for a few minutes of much-needed shuteye, then decided he had things he needed to do first. He lifted himself from the chair with an effort, picking up his bag, then walked toward his makeshift library, built into what was once a storage closet. Lines of old books carried on toward the wall, meticulously organized by a clearly loving hand. Some of the tomes showed the damage of time and the lack of care that came from abandonment.




    Ghost ran his finger across the books, walking toward a shelf nearer to the back of the library. He came to a stack of magazines, intending to collect as many as would make good on his promise to the stable keep. He took care to choose a National Geographic with an article he had enjoyed about the shrinking available land for wild mustangs.




    Certainly not the case anymore, he thought. He had seen beautiful herds of wild horses on the prairies from Montana to Texas while traveling, along with other animals that had once been close to extinction before the plague.




    He carefully collected twelve different issues of various magazines, including a “funny book” involving a superhero on some sort of adventure to save the world—and apparently some other worlds—yet again. Too bad there were no supermen to save us from the Red Death, he thought. Ghost placed the books into his pack and closed the cover.




    He straightened, perusing the other books in his library. He had taken care over the years to collect literary works in an effort to keep them safe for the future. In addition, he collected anything written down that would either help the survival of the community, and by extension, himself, or that would help explain what had happened after the plague struck in 2025.




    To that end, he had pieced together an incomplete yet intriguing explanation for those days over the course of his wandering through the ruins of the old world.




    Who knows what the hell happened for sure, though?




    He ran his finger down the spine of one of his favorites and considered taking it out to read. The rumbling in his gut changed his mind. A hot meal wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world, he thought. He decided to take the magazines to Rita and stop in at the Horseshoe for a drink and some grub.




    *


  




  

     




    Jason Gonzalez




    Diary Entry




    August 30, 2026: Carson City, Nevada




    Haven’t done this in a long time. Managed to get a notepad from the market down the street. Nobody there, of course. Almost everyone who lived on this street is dead now. I heard more gunfire last night, coming from the west. They’re almost here.




    I was hoping they’d go north, up into Idaho or something. I guess they came from California. Some folks came this way from there a few days ago, carrying what they had, saying that the Free Earthers were coming. Said they burned up Sacramento and killed a bunch of soldiers in the guard. I guess that’s who’s fighting them now. The California people tried to get some of us to leave, but this is home, man. I’m not going anywhere. Besides, I got something for them if they try anything with me.




    Just in case, I wanted to write this shit down, though. So maybe I won’t be forgotten if something does happen. Like all those people who got sick, you know? That’s a lot of names that will never be remembered.




    Shit! That was a loud one. They must have some big guns. Damn things make some loud noises. I’m used to the pops and shit—we used to get a lot of those. Not so much anymore. The whistling is weird, though.




    Well, like I said. I’m not going anywhere. I’m gonna try and stay quiet so they don’t hear me and




    *


  




  

    Chapter 6




    Earning His Pay




    Early the next morning, Ghost stood inside the makeshift town hall, admiring some of the glass-encased items that decorated the anteroom to the mayor’s office. Some of those relics were there thanks to his own scavenging.




    In the old days, town and city halls had been a fancier affair, but the current situation called for something more utilitarian. This facility was more akin to the center castle of a medieval motte and bailey than what would have stood for the center of government a century ago. He had read about those early castle defenses when he’d found a library still in decent shape in Laramie a few years back.




    With what few libraries still stood, Ghost made a point to check them out and hopefully learn things about human society when he could, and to even pick through what was left to bring back to Casper for safe keeping. Sometimes he’d get lucky and find an encyclopedia or a particularly descriptive manuscript on a single topic. He had found a copy of Gibbons’ Rise and Fall in a derelict home outside of Omaha. Sometimes the information he found had real-life benefits—he’d been able to improve Casper’s defenses the last time he was in town, using defensive techniques from medieval England as a model. He had found himself a little depressed, though, when he’d considered how many years had passed since that was considered technologically advanced. My, how the mighty had fallen.




    His fascination with libraries and museums was also supported by his current occupation, as he often found items of interest while out on paid runs to track down contracts. Sometimes, people had left out printed versions of electronic mail or journals that he discovered while rummaging around. He had managed to piece together a lot of clues as to how things had gone to shit, even if each piece was just a single perspective. One point of view was not particularly superior to another when you were just trying to figure out what the hell happened. He had come upon some very interesting messages that, together, had begun to make some sense of the events of 2025 and 2026.




    The current city hall made prospective raiders earn their keep if they planned on making it through the city walls. With supplies of firearms and their ammunition dwindling in the post-plague years, raiders had to use more primitive weapons, and the palisade walls and towers were usually more than sufficient to keep riffraff at bay. Even some of the more well-armed ravagers to either side of the Free Zone would hesitate before attempting to gain entrance through the walls.




    But there were the persistent or more resourceful ones who sometimes breached the gates, leaving destruction in their wake. Often, they were after whatever resources may be available in those towns, though sometimes they stole away people, for who knew what ends. Depending on who did the kidnapping, it could end in any number of outcomes—most of them gruesome, some just depressing. Ghost himself had been kidnapped at just thirteen years old in northern Colorado. He had spent three years as a forced laborer, working wheat in the plains. Eventually, another group had come through and provided him the means to escape the farm, but it had not been without a steep cost.




    Bad memories of the nearly five years following his time as a farmhand came unbidden. Never fully repressed, it was a time that, though formative, was among the worst times of his life. Ultimately, he had found a chance to get away, and he’d managed to make his escape from the gang who had “rescued” him from farm life.




    He had headed east after that, scavenging on the way. It was in those days when he had begun to learn the skills that would provide him his livelihood as a Seeker. While wandering and running from his past, Ghost had found some relics in the ruins of Wichita and then Oklahoma City, which he’d then sold to interested traders in New Texas. It didn’t take him long to catch on to the craft, and he’d learned the better part of hiding while running from the different raider gangs that inhabited the areas he traveled through. Travel was nowhere near as easy as it once had been; the old interstates were often crawling with raiders or worse in some parts of the country. It was a lesson he’d learned hard.




    Tom Peters opened the door to his office, breaking Ghost from his thoughts as he beckoned the guest to come inside.




    “Andrew, my boy,” he said. “Come on in. Do you want any coffee? I’ve got a fresh pot.”




    Andrew. Hearing the name spoken by someone else felt even more foreign to him than Ghost had just the day before, but it was his name.




    “Yeah, please, Mr. Mayor. I’d appreciate it.”




    “Stop with that nonsense. We’ve known each other too damned long to stand on ceremony.”




    Ghost smiled. He had known Peters for most of his adult life, and they’d been friends for most of that time. Although the man was more than ten years his senior, Peters had taken him in for a short time when he’d arrived in Casper, thin and hungry in his early twenties.




    “You got it, Tom.”




    Peters poured a cup of coffee into a cracked yellow mug with a fading symbol on one side. It was difficult to be certain, but he thought the red splotch was originally a heart shape. He took the cup of dark liquid and breathed it in. Strong, as always.




    Ghost knew that coffee was obtained at a considerable premium given the requirements for its import, but there was somehow always a pot on when he visited the mayor. He certainly wasn’t going to complain.




    “How have you been, Andy? Anything new outside I need to know about?”




    “Not too much going on. The tribes have kept their word and haven’t been too active. Texas was nice and warm. Almost thought about staying down there. Seems the acolytes have been mainly fighting amongst themselves, but you never know what they might get up to.”




    The acolytes of the Kingdom of Jacob, or Jacobites, depending on where you were, were the fanatical inhabitants of ruined cities from Detroit to Chicago, then on to St. Louis and back to Cleveland. There wasn’t much left in those ruins except a ton of trouble and a good chance of violence. They didn’t often come this far west, preferring to remain near the Great Lakes and poach whatever they could from each other and places farther east. Yet one splinter group had holed up in Denver, which had become a base of sorts for attacks on the towns in the Free Zone. These Denver marauders weren’t really Jacobites, exactly, but they were just as mean and violent.




    The Jacobites didn’t defend anything resembling a fixed border, but only the unwary or damn stupid found themselves close to what was vaguely understood to be the Kingdom. Particularly careful scavengers had managed to make it into Chicago or St. Louis through the Tribe Territories or the Old South and pulled a few choice prizes, but much more often, the unwary found that the locals didn’t much care for intruders or even people passing through, and they usually dealt with visitors violently—and not particularly quickly.
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