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Dedicated to irrepressible girls  and persistent women














FOREWORD


A girl who can draw a pistol faster than any man. A United States devastated by a Second Civil War. A decadent city teeming with vice and a peculiar kind of virtue. This is the Wild West as you and I have never seen it.


Lyndsay Ely imagines a new West where teenage gunslinger Serendipity “Pity” Jones seeks her fortune. She’s not looking for a fight, but she sure knows how to finish one. And you won’t be able to put this book down until you finish Pity’s thrilling story. I know I couldn’t.


—James Patterson














PART ONE














 CHAPTER 1 


They dragged in the dead scrounger in the fade of the afternoon, tied to the last truck in the convoy. Dust clouds billowed after the vehicles like a fog, blanketing the compound’s entrance in ochre twilight.


Pity squinted and pulled her bandanna over her nose. She wandered into the commotion, eyes half scanning the jumble of vehicles and riders for her father but mostly letting her feet carry her over to where the scrounger lay. Flies alighted on him and on the trail of wet muck he had left behind. The body was facedown, though when one of the convoy guards kicked him over, Pity reckoned that was no longer an apt description, as there wasn’t much face left to speak of. She swallowed the sourness that rose in the back of her throat.


The guard, dressed in a weathered Transcontinental Railway uniform, sniffed and spat. “Shoulda left the trash outside for the crows.”


“What’d he do?” Pity toed the scrounger’s mangled hand. There wasn’t a lot to be made of the body. Male, certainly. Maybe young. Maybe not.


“Thief. Found ’im sneaking around camp this morning. Nearly made off with an armful of solar cells.”


Brave, she thought, but dumb. It was one thing to pick through the abandoned landscape, another to steal from a Trans-Rail convoy.


A hand clamped around her arm. “Get yer ass away from that!”


She grimaced beneath the bandanna, careful not to let the emotion touch her eyes as she turned to her father. Three days’ worth of dust and grime from riding motorcycle escort to the convoy did nothing to diminish his chill air of authority. The guard mumbled a quiet “Sir” and hurried off, but her father’s slate-hard gaze never left her. Pity took an involuntary step back and spotted the commune mayor, Lester Kim, standing behind him, along with a sharp-featured man she didn’t recognize.


The stranger’s eyes slithered over her. “This her, Scupps?”


Her father nodded. Pity flinched when he reached out again, but he only yanked the bandanna down. Strands of acorn-brown hair fell across her cheeks. She pushed them back.


“She don’t look much like you.”


“Serendipity favors her mother.” Lester’s head bobbed up and down on his scrawny chicken’s neck. “In the good ways, mind you.”


“You mean like my aim?” Pity stifled a smirk as Lester stiffened. She also pretended not to notice the narrowing of her father’s eyes, a sign that she should be silent.


He shoved his pack at her, sending a fresh cloud of dust into her face. “Get home and clean my gear. We’re back on the road tomorrow morning.”


She hesitated, eyeing the stranger still considering her like a piece of livestock.


“You gone deaf while I was away? Go!”


Pity obeyed, plunging into the mess of workers unloading crates, each one etched with the Confederation of North America seal and destination marks for Pity’s commune, the 87th Agricultural. The smell of exhaust tinged the air, clamorous with labor and barked orders. It was a familiar enough scene, save for an aberrant oasis of order at the center of it all. Set away from the rest, a pair of sleek black trucks idled, gold logos emblazoned on their sides. Pity slowed.


Drakos-Pryce.


Corporate cargo.


She wandered closer, curious. In matching black uniforms—none of which looked like they’d seen six months on the road—the Drakos-Pryce team moved with precision and order, stacking their delivery in neat piles. The commune and Trans-Rail workers gave them a wide berth, tossing only the occasional awed look their way.


Except for one.


Hale looked up as she spotted him, waving her over to where he stood before an open case. “Pity! Take a look at these.”


“What—” Her breath caught as she spotted the rifle. It was a model that couldn’t even generously be called recent, but it was still better than anything she had seen in person. “Those are for the commune?”


He nodded. The settlement’s head firearms instructor, Hale was also responsible for everything that came and went from the armory. “Security upgrades.”


Pity’s hands itched as he lifted the gun out of its container. She longed to feel the exquisite balance, to look through its scope and gently wrap her finger around the trigger.


Inhale, aim. Exhale, shoot.


The memory of the words came with the pungent scent of cheap home-still, along with the vague sensation of her mother’s touch as she made some small adjustment to Pity’s form. Pity could still feel the warmth of the sun bleeding into her skin, see round after round of targets as she cut them down. Never quite as well as her mother, not yet, but creeping closer and closer with every—


No. Pity’s hands tightened around her father’s pack, an anchor to reality. Her mother was gone, and her daddy would sooner grow feathers and lay an egg than allow her anywhere near a weapon like that. Not that he’d get one, either. They’d be issued to the wall-walkers, the men and women who patrolled the commune ramparts and crop field fences. Her mother had been one of them once—the very best, sober or not.


The old ache rose within her, the anger and frustration at her exclusion from the commune’s defensive forces. She’d inherited her mother’s eye and skill with a gun. But as mayor, Lester Kim made the labor appointments, and Lester listened to her father so much that people joked about who really ran the commune.


At least riding escort keeps him gone half the time.


Hale caught wind of her thoughts. “Come down to the range when he’s gone. It’d be irresponsible not to test these out before distributing them, right?”


A smile found her lips. Hale had been her mother’s friend once, and he had no qualms about letting her practice shooting when her father was gone. At least she’d been able to keep her ability from withering away.


“Don’t look around,” Hale said abruptly, keeping his voice conversational. “Your father is coming this way. Go on, before he gets any closer. If he asks why we were chatting, tell him I was passing along your brothers’ range scores.”


She couldn’t resist. “Are they any better?”


“Well, they can hit a barn… provided it don’t move too quick.”


Pity swallowed a chuckle and ran off, leaving the fuss of the convoy behind for a cluster of squat administration buildings. Beyond them lay the commissary shops and, finally, the neat grids of worker homes. The identical rust-colored structures were mostly deserted, their residents still at work in the fields or barns, but a lanky arm waved from the porch of one.


“Pity! Thank goodness. Save me!”


As Pity angled over, arguing voices drifted out from within the house. “What’s going on?”


Finn glanced over her slumped shoulder. “Well, so far as I can tell, Rena Harrow is pregnant.” Pity’s best friend ran a hand through her cropped wheat-hued hair; an untidy nest of dirt, oil, and whatever else had been dripping on her that day. “And her mother is none too happy about losing her first grandchild, so she’s trying to get Rena to fess up and marry its daddy before she’s whisked away to a mothers’ home for nine months of luxury incubation.”


Pity winced as somewhere inside the house a door slammed so hard that the windows shook. Despite the values preached, CONA didn’t try to stop people from doing what they were going to do—not with birthrates still so low, a lingering remnant of the bioterrorism years that had preceded the Second Civil War. But children born out of wedlock were considered wards of the government and adopted out to couples who couldn’t conceive in the natural way.


“I’m guessing Rena isn’t too happy about planning a wedding?”


Finn shook her head. “Which is no business of mine”—she nudged the bag of tools beside her—“’cept that the block’s generator is belly-up again, and I need to check each house to see if they’re over-drawing power. I’ve been sitting out here for an hour, waiting for those two to cool down.”


“The generator’s down again?” Pity grimaced. “This is the third time this month!”


“Well, all I can do is keep patching it up until I get the right parts. Oh, geez, you just got that look.”


“What look?”


“The one where your face scrunches up and your cheeks go so red I can barely see all those freckles.”


Pity tried to smile but her mouth turned down instead. “I can make do with cold water to wash, but he’s not going to be too happy about bathing in it.”


Finn’s expression curdled as she spotted the pack, only to brighten an instant later. “Wait, the convoy’s back?” She jumped up. “C’mon!”


“Where?” Pity stayed put. “I need to get home before—”


“The belts I ordered come in with this convoy! I can finally finish the Ranger!”


Excitement flickered within Pity. The Ranger was Finn’s baby, her mechanical firstborn. It had started as an old frame for a plains buggy, scavenged out of the junk pile, but since finding it, Finn had begged, traded, and scrounged for every wheel, clamp, hose, and gear. It would never win a prize for looks, but her friend swore it would be faster than a jackrabbit when she was done with it.


“And with the Ranger ready to go”—Finn leaned in closer, whispering—“we can finally start making real plans to—”


“Standing around when you should be working, squirt?”


They both started at the new voice. Two long shadows approached, attached to Pity’s brothers.


“Yeah, squirt,” Billy parroted. “Dinner ready yet?”


Pity frowned. “You’re early.”


“Outgoing crop shipment needed to be loaded up by tomorrow, so they called all the crews in.” Henry adjusted the rifle slung over his shoulder and eyed the pack. “You seen Daddy?”


She nodded.


“Then don’t you think you should be cooking?”


“Generator’s down again, boys,” Finn said. “Dinner’s gonna be late.”


Henry and Billy frowned in unison, looking almost like twins with their dusty brown hair and field tans. At eighteen and sixteen, they hated being called boys, and Finn knew it.


“Again?” said Billy. “I thought you were supposed to be good at fixing those things, Josephina!”


Finn bristled. “I ain’t a miracle worker.”


“I’ll manage something,” Pity interjected. “You go on, Finn. I’ll stop by the workshop later if I can.”


“A busted generator ain’t Pity’s fault. Y’all remember that.” Finn shot Billy and Henry an acid look as she headed off, tool kit slapping against her thigh.


Pity stared after her, tight with impatience. Six more months, she told herself. In six months she’d be a legal adult.


And as soon as that day came…


Not giving her brothers a chance to make more demands, Pity turned on her heel and headed to the last house in the line. Inside, stale silence met her as she threw her father’s pack into a corner of the kitchen and began knitting together a meal. Billy and Henry entered a few minutes later, clomping up the stairs to clean up before dinner. Pity had just grabbed a wet rag and started work on her father’s gear when he, too, arrived home. He leaned his rifle beside the door and sat at the table. When Henry and Billy joined him a moment later, all three folded hands.


“Thank you, Lord,” her father intoned, “for your blessings on our fields and our stock so that we may feed the mouths that depend on us back east. And may they continue so, amen.”


For a while, the only sounds were chewing and the clink of utensils against plates. As Pity rinsed out a canteen, Henry and Billy traded furtive glances.


“Heard y’all got a scrounger,” Henry ventured finally.


Their father chewed a mouthful of cold chicken. “We did. Caught and dealt with. Nothing to speak of.” Her brothers’ disappointment at the brevity of the story was tangible, but they knew better than to press. “Pity, bring me some water.”


She grabbed a glass from the shelf. “I made some lemonade if you—”


“I said water.”


He stared at her as she brought the glass over. She kept her own gaze carefully downcast.


“My gear gonna be ready by morning?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Good. I’ll only be gone a day or two. While I’m away, get your own things packed.”


Halfway back across the kitchen, she faltered. “What?”


“You best learn to hear better than you been, girl. That nonsense isn’t going to be tolerated where you’re headed.” He took a sip of water. “The man who was with me at the convoy is from the 34th Mining. You’re going back with him when I return.”


“But—” Her guts twisted into a sick knot. “Why?”


“Why do you think?” Billy smirked. “There’s only one thing a place like that would want from you, and it’s between your—”


“You shut your goddamn mouth!” The retort snapped out before she could stop it.


“Pity!” Her father’s face turned rosy. “You will not blaspheme in this house!”


“Sorry!” She took a step backward, reflexively conscious of possible retreats—the stairs, the back door—but he remained at the table. “I… I just don’t understand.”


“What’s unclear? You’re headed to the 34th. Lester’s already approved the transfer.”


“But that’s not… I can’t…” A shiver of realization raced through her. She should have seen it coming. Six months and she’d be lawfully released from his control. But he couldn’t let that happen easy, not him. Her jaw tightened. “You sold me off, didn’t you? You and Lester.”


Bridal bribes, they called them. CONA rewarded communes that met their birth quotas, so it hadn’t taken long for an underground market to arise between those that had an excess of fertile young women and those that didn’t. Her transfer might come under the guise of a worker exchange, but Pity knew exactly what it was. Was the stranger intending to force her into marriage, Pity wondered, or was he only her ferryman?


“How much did you get for me?”


Her father didn’t answer. He stood slowly, fingertips pressed to the table so hard that they were white. “You will do your duty to the Confederation, and you will obey me.”


Pity tensed with anger. And though her heart pumped cold fright, it didn’t stop the words that came out next. “Momma never would have let you sell me off.”


“Your mother”—her father’s face went from rosy to red as he said the word—“was an insurgent and a drunk. And if she hadn’t gotten herself killed, she’d have sent you wherever she’d been told to send you!”


“No, she wouldn’t!” Pity took three shaky steps toward her father.


He gave a derisive sniff. “Lord knows she had no trouble selling herself, now, did she?”


“And look what kind of heartless, godforsaken son of a bitch she got stuck with!”


She didn’t register the pain until she was on her knees, staring at the wood slats of the floor. She lifted one trembling hand to the side of her face. It came back slick with crimson.


“The 34th is more than you deserve.” Her father’s voice fell on her like a rain of gravel. “You will be ready to leave when I return. And if I hear one more word of dissent, I will go to Lester and make sure you’re sent to the very farthest edge of the settlements. And you don’t even want to know what brand of sons of bitches they send out there. You hear me?”


Cheek throbbing, Pity raised her head. A few feet away, within easy reach, was her father’s rifle.


He followed her gaze. “Go ahead,” he said. “Try. They’ll all say how ironic it was that your mother bargained her way out of the noose only to have you end up in it.”


She swallowed hard, the coppery taste of blood coating the inside of her mouth. Trembling with fear and adrenaline, she got to her feet and met her father’s eyes.


Glacial indifference stared back.


Pity inhaled sharply, then turned and bolted out the back door, not slowing a moment for the cacophony of shouts that trailed after her.














 CHAPTER 2 


“Dammit,” Finn growled. “I told them the generator wasn’t your fault!”


Though she doubted pursuit, Pity locked the door of the workshop after her. All concrete floor and corrugated metal, it was little more than an old shed wedged into the back corner of the garages, just large enough for a tool bench and the Ranger. She wiped at her eyes. “It’s not…”


“Hey, stop!” Finn grabbed a clean rag and doused it with alcohol. “You’re smearing the blood around. Let me.”


Pity winced at the sting of disinfectant.


“Well, you don’t need stitches,” her friend said at last. “But you’re gonna have a helluva bruise. What happened this time? You forget to fold Billy’s underpants?”


Pity drew a breath. Simply thinking the words made her tongue go stiff. “I’m… being sent to another commune.”


“What? Where?”


“A mining settlement that needs fertile women. He and Lester schemed it up.”


Finn stared in disbelief. “That… that…” She grabbed a wrench and pitched it across the shed. It clanged against the wall, leaving a dent. “When?”


“When he gets back from the next transport.” Pity slid into the Ranger’s passenger side. The patchwork seat embraced her, as it had a thousand times before. Still fuming, Finn climbed in opposite. She fished out a flask from beneath her seat and offered it.


Pity reached, then hesitated.


“A little. For the pain,” said Finn.


She winced at the potent, evocative scent that escaped as she unscrewed the top. It was good for pain, all right—Pity’s mother had applied it liberally and regularly. But it wasn’t drink that had faded her to the shade of the person she should have been. It was misery—the despair of a wolf trapped in a tiny cage when it should have been free. That and the man who had been as much a jailer as a husband, who never touched a drop of alcohol and was a monster anyhow.


Pity took a sip and grimaced. The home-still went down like liquid flame.


“What did you say to get that, anyway?” Finn crossed her arms. “A smart man should know better than to mess with the face he’s trying to sell.”


“Who said he was smart?” There were many words she might have used to describe her father—cunning, obstinate, righteous—but not smart. “I called him a heartless, godforsaken son of a bitch.”


Finn let out a snort of laughter.


“It’s not funny! He said things about my mother…” Fresh anger crested, white-hot. “He called her an insurgent and a drunk.”


“Aw, Pity—”


“And Lord knows it’s true—she was! But he always… he always has to…”


Finn scowled. “And how many others in the commune were on the losing side of the war? Plenty. Your mother was a good woman, Pity. She could have made a run for the dissident camps out west—they’d never have caught her—but she didn’t. She made a deal and she kept it.”


“I know,” said Pity. Because of Henry and Billy.


And me.


The guilt tinged every memory of her mother. But it had served as a catalyst, too, stoking her resolve to avoid a similar fate.


Six months.


A few hours ago the thought had been a promising breeze, a hint of spring after a long winter. The Ranger would be complete, she and Finn would have enough currency and supplies squirreled away to keep them comfortable for a while. No one telling them what they could and could not do with their lives, and the entirety of the east open for them to explore. They could visit the cities, see the ocean—anything they wanted.


Now that dream was gone, set behind an unreachable horizon. Six months on an unfamiliar commune with no friends or allies—Pity had little doubt of her father’s and the stranger’s intentions. Whatever situation she ended up forced into, there would be only one way to escape it entirely.


She stared down at the flask.


On the day her mother died, the clouds had been a black line rushing toward the commune, the afternoon going from sweltering hot to shivering cold in the space of minutes. Rain pummeled the ground like bullets; lightning split the oldest tree in the orchards. After it passed, they found her mother beneath the wall, lying at the base of the ladder from which she had fallen, blank eyes staring at the clearing skies. They blamed the fury of the storm, of course, but even the torrent of rain hadn’t washed the scent of home-still from her lips. What no one had said out loud was that it was a small miracle she hadn’t fallen long before.


“I don’t care,” said Pity. On the opposite wall of the workshop, a faded CONA poster depicted happy, smiling families before the soaring skyline of Columbia, CONA’s capital city. Nothing like the family her mother had bartered her life for. Nothing like what awaited Pity. “I don’t care what’s been arranged, I’m not going.”


“Of course you’re not.” Finn’s mouth was a hard line, her face shadowed by the canvas tarp that served as the Ranger’s roof. “We planned to run, and that’s what we’re going to do.”


“How? We’ve got nothing ready. The Ranger isn’t even done.”


“Oh?” Finn reached for the steering column and pressed the ignition switch. The vehicle rumbled to life.


Pity straightened. “Did you—”


“Yup. Purrs like a barn cat, right?”


“But we don’t have supplies yet, and my father—”


“Will be gone for a couple days.” Finn ran a hand over the steering wheel. “I have enough currency to get us on the Trans-Rail, so long as we don’t mind riding freight. After that, well, we’ll figure it out.”


Pity shook her head. “No. This isn’t fair. You don’t need to do this. You’ve got some promise of a future here.”


Finn scoffed. “Like what? Fixing engines and swapping solar cells until the day I die? I want to do more, see more—Columbia, Savannah, New Boston. Like we always talked about. Might be sooner than we expected, but you’re not leaving me behind. If you go, I go.”


Pity searched for an argument, some reason to spare Finn from troubles not her own. But a crack had already formed in her doubt, letting a trickle of hope leak in.


And, fueled by that hope, came the beginning of a plan.


Pity took a deep breath. “It’s now or never, isn’t it?”


“Yup,” Finn said. “We’ve got our reason, and we’ve got our ride. So where are we going?”


Tears filled Pity’s eyes again. She blinked them back.


“Anywhere but here.”


Morning dew still clung to the grass as Pity gingerly climbed the back steps. At the door she paused, senses straining for the sound of her father’s voice, his footsteps, his presence. When it opened suddenly, she jumped, but it was only Henry.


“You can come on in. Daddy’s gone.” He clutched a mug of coffee. “And pissed, with dirty gear to boot. I suspect you got one last good thumping when he gets back.”


“You gonna pretend you care?” Pity pushed past him into the kitchen. From the table, Billy gave her an oatmeal-specked grin. “You swallow whatever you’re about to say, Billy Scupps. I ain’t in the mood!”


The smile faded. Pity stared him down as he struggled for a retort—Billy had never been particularly quick—but in the end he scowled and went back to his breakfast.


“Where have you been?” said Henry, as if he didn’t know the answer.


“Finn’s.”


“She must be heartbroken.” Billy shoveled another spoonful into his mouth. “Did she cry when you told her?”


Pity was halfway to the table before she stopped herself. Upending the bowl onto Billy’s head would mean he’d have to wash. Get rid of them, she thought, just get rid of them.


“You know what your problem is?” Henry came up behind her, so close that icy wariness rippled over her skin. “You got too much fight in you. Think you’d know better by now.” He went over to Billy and slapped him on the shoulder. “C’mon, we’re gonna be late.”


Billy sneered at Pity as he and Henry grabbed their rifles and disappeared out the door.


The instant they were gone, a keen impatience shivered through her. It was sheer will that forced her to sit at the table and wait a few minutes in case they came back. On the wall, a small display screen—one of the few luxuries her father allowed—quietly broadcast the daily news update. Pity stared at the front door, paying only passing attention to the coverage: a new trade pact signed with the African Unification, the narrowing field of the upcoming presidential election. Above the display screen, the hands of the clock crept forward at an agonizing pace.


At last, she couldn’t wait any longer.


Their plan was simple: head for the Trans-Rail, keeping away from the main roads, and pick it up a few stops past where anyone might be looking for them. Her footsteps echoed hollowly as she went upstairs, dug out her mother’s old pack, and filled it with clothes, her meager stash of currency, and her good knife. Downstairs, she packed a week’s worth of food and water purification tablets.


After that, there was only one task left, one thing she couldn’t leave behind.


Well, two.


Her heartbeat turned from a dull throb to a pounding drum as she fingered the cutting tool in her pocket.


It’s now or never.


She went back upstairs. This time she entered her father’s room, pushing the door open with the tips of her fingers. It creaked like a coffin lid. A long chest sat tucked between the bed and the wall. She wrapped her hand around its steel padlock, hesitating.


After this, there was no turning back. Even if she chickened out and managed to replace the lock, she knew her father would somehow realize what she’d done.


She flicked a switch, and the cutting tool flared to life. A moment later, the lock banged to the floor. On the top shelf of the chest was one of her father’s spare rifles, which she placed on the floorboards beside her. They would need it, but it wasn’t what she was after. She continued searching until she found the box, buried at the very bottom.


Hands trembling, she placed it on her lap.


Inside, on a bed of red velvet, lay two shining revolvers. Modeled after guns from a time long gone, their chased metal barrels gleamed, contrasting with the black ebony grips inlaid with silver and mother-of-pearl. Only six shots each but deadly accurate.


A lump formed in her throat. The last time she saw these weapons her mother had still been alive. When she picked one up, it was as familiar as pulling on a pair of old boots. The guns had been a gift to her mother from the remnants of the United Patriot Front, who had fielded the fiercest guerrilla fighters in living memory but lost the war anyway. They were also the only things her mother had brought with her to the 87th, save the clothes on her back.


And Pity had no intention of leaving them behind.


She pulled out an old gun belt and wrapped them in it before grabbing the rifle and as much ammo as she could carry. Then she bundled the whole lot in a blanket, not bothering to close the gun chest. She wanted her father to have no doubts about what had happened when he arrived home. The bedroom door she made sure to shut, though; letting her brothers make the discovery would be a waste of a good surprise.


At the back door, she took one last glance around the kitchen, trying to muster a happy memory, one good thought to attach to the house she’d spent her entire life in. The specter of her mother surfaced, bringing a holiday dinner to the table. She smiled down at Pity, eyes bigger and browner in memory than in real life as she placed a bowl of mashed potatoes in front of her daughter. Pity had reached for them. Years later, she could still feel the grind of bones in her wrist as her father grabbed it.


“You will wait for grace,” he had said.


Pity picked up her pack and strode out the door.


“Aw c’mon, Rawley.” Finn flashed the smile she saved for when she was getting what she wanted, come hell or high water. “We’re not going far. Just a little ride and a picnic to celebrate her maiden voyage.”


Rawley stuck a finger under his hat and scratched. “I don’t know. Lester say it was all right?”


Finn tapped the steering wheel pointedly. “I’ve been working on the Ranger for years. Do you think I was gonna let him tell me no? He even gave me the outer gate code so I could try her out on the plains.”


Pity marveled at the ease with which Finn spun her lies. It was Hale who had provided the code. A calculated risk, but Hale, bless him, had taken one look at her face and given it over. No questions, no comments. She said a silent thanks to him as she kept her gaze straight ahead, certain her expression would give them away. Her heart felt ready to beat right out of her chest.


After an elongated moment of thought, Rawley reached for his radio. “I better check in with—”


“Wait!” cried Pity.


He paused and gave her a quizzical look.


She faltered, mouth still open. Say something! She sat straighter in the passenger seat, letting the fear within rise to her face. “Lester gave Finn permission… but not me. And if he finds out I went with her, then…” She turned her head so the swollen, purple bruise on her cheek was more visible.


Finn caught on. “It’s just a little fun, Rawley. Everyone is allowed that, huh?”


Rawley wrestled with the problem. Her father’s temper was no secret, Pity knew, but gambling on sympathy wasn’t a tactic she liked having to employ. Shame joined her apprehension.


“Fine,” Rawley yielded. “But be back before quittin’ time.” He went over and opened the front gate.


“Of course!” Finn winked at him, then hit the accelerator.


Relief melted Pity back against her seat as fallow brown fields enveloped them. An overnight rain shower had dealt with the worst of the dust, but even so, when Finn turned and drove them off the main road, an earthy cloud followed in their wake. Finn maneuvered a bit, winding over the bumpy, weedy ground, but kept them moving steadily toward the outer fence. If anyone was watching, by all appearances it would look like they were joyriding. And, Pity supposed, Finn actually was. Her expression was pure delight.


Pity, on the other hand, could only focus on watching for commune vehicles. Oily fear filled her stomach, growing stronger as scenarios played out in her thoughts: Rawley could decide to radio Lester after all, or they could cross paths with a crew of field hands. And there were the wall-walkers, too; at any point, they could pass by on their rounds.


Beneath Pity’s coat, the comforting weight of her mother’s guns pressed against her hips like a vow.


I’m not going to die here, too. I’m not.


Finally, Finn returned to the road and Pity spotted the gate, the last barrier between them and the unsettled wilds of the CONA territories. Finn slowed to a stop and jumped out. Pity leaned out the open window of the Ranger, blood pounding in her ears as she took one more look around. In both directions along the fence, she saw no one. With a hiss of hydraulics, the gate began to slide open.


“Sit down,” said Finn, returning. “It’ll close after us.”


For a moment, Pity couldn’t move. Her limbs might as well have been concrete.


No one was watching them.


No alarms had gone off.


No one was going to stop them.


“Pity!”


She slid back into the Ranger. The wind that hit her face as they barreled through the gate was cool and fresh. Cooler and fresher than the air they had just left. At last, she smiled. Then she smiled wider and stuck her head out of the Ranger. “Whooooooooo!” she bellowed.


Finn laughed and added her voice to Pity’s. They howled like wolves as the Ranger picked up speed, tires rolling over the pavement with an invigorating reverberation.


“Good-bye, 87th!” yelled Finn.


Pity twisted in her seat and looked back, unable to hold her elation in. “Good-bye, 87th!” she repeated, screaming at the top of her lungs. “And good riddance!”














 CHAPTER 3 


Pity scanned the horizon with the rifle’s scope.


“How much longer you gonna do that?” Finn twisted a wrench, tightening something on the Ranger’s frame. “I don’t know what you’re expecting to see. Rawley forgot about us the minute he went off duty. Your brothers will think you’re hiding out with me. And even when everyone realizes we’re gone, how d’you think they’re gonna find us?”


“There’s more to worry about than my father.”


“Sure,” said Finn. “Those deer we saw a few miles back looked like the menacing sort.”


“There’s no harm in being careful.” She did another sweep.


Her initial elation was receding, leaving her unable to shake the itch of pursuit. They had left the main road almost immediately, the Ranger taking on the grassland with faultless mechanical grace. Here and there they had passed the skeletons of structures, the cracked remnants of old roads, but mainly the terrain had been flat, repetitive. At dusk they had made camp near a line of trees following a stream.


“Let’s go to Columbia first,” Pity said, changing the subject. “Just to see it. My mother used to say she’d take me there someday.”


“Really? I’m surprised she’d want to go anywhere near Columbia.” Finn tossed the wrench back into her bag. “Given who some people think she was.”


“Stop it. There’s no secret there. Everyone knew she was a sniper, and if she hadn’t been fertile they would have strung her up with the Patriots they tried for war crimes. Anything else is old gossip.”


“Gossip or not,” said Finn, “some folks swear she was a Reaper.”


“They say that about anyone who is a half decent shot.”


“And you think she would have told you if she was part of the deadliest, most hunted squad of assassins in the war?”


“Yes.” Pity lowered the rifle. “I do.”


Did you kill people?


Pity didn’t remember if it was the first time she had asked the question, but it was the time that stuck in her mind. The war had been over for a decade by then yet as ever present as the harvest, visible in scars and missing limbs and endless, haunted stares.


To her credit, her mother had replied honestly. Yes.


How many?


Enough. At first, Pity hadn’t thought she’d say more. Her mother had been quiet about the war, saying little more than she had guarded supply depots until near the end, when the conflict had crested to such ferocity that fighting was unavoidable.


I tried not to kill anyone who didn’t need it, her mother had continued, words sober, shared at a time when she still held the advantage in her battle with the drink. But when an entire battle came down to a moment—to when taking one life might turn the tide and save a hundred—well… that’s when a decision needs to be made.


“By all accounts, the Reapers were vicious, unrestrained,” Pity said to Finn. “My mother was a lot of things, but she wasn’t that kind of killer.”


Finn shrugged. “Columbia it is.”


Pity raised the rifle again and sighted the empty bean can she had set up two hundred yards off. Its contents simmered over the fire next to her.


“What?” said Finn.


“What do you mean ‘what’?”


“Something is still bothering you.”


Pity steadied the rifle. “It’s nothing.”


“Liar. You tell me.”


She sighed. “What currency we’ve got between us isn’t going to last long. We’ve got no contacts and no official transfers. There’s always need for a good mechanic, but what am I gonna do? I kept house and worked in the dairy sometimes. There are no cows to milk in the cities.”


“I’m no expert,” Finn said, “but that doesn’t look like a cow’s udder in your hands.”


The bean can floated in the crosshairs. “There are no walls to walk in the cities. And I’m not joining the military. That doesn’t leave too many options.”


Finn rolled her eyes. “Serendipity Scupps, whatever you find can’t be much worse than what you left behind, right? So stop worrying and—”


“Don’t call me that.”


“What?”


“Scupps. I don’t ever want to hear that name again.” She thought for a moment. “My mother’s name was Jones. I can get a new name along with a new life, can’t I?”


Finn gave an approving nod. “I suppose you can. Serendipity Jones… Can’t say I hate it.”


Pity repeated the name in her head as she tightened her finger on the trigger. Briefly, it was almost like her mother stood behind her, as she’d done years ago.


Inhale, aim. Exhale, shoot.


She pulled the trigger. The can flew off the rock and disappeared in the grass.


The world turned from light to dark as they ate. Stars appeared, and when the chill settled in, they huddled back-to-back beneath blankets, staring at the endless pinpricks of light.


“Pretty,” said Finn.


“Mmm-hmm.” Beneath Pity’s pillow was the hard, comforting outline of her mother’s guns.


Finn shifted, turning over so that she spoke to the back of Pity’s neck. “When we get to the cities… we’re gonna be okay, y’know? We’ll figure it out together.”


Pity turned as well. The fire had burned so low that Finn was hardly more than a darker piece of the night, but Pity could sense the weight of her and pick the faint scent of machine oil out of the air. “I’m sorry to fuss. I know we will. Like you said, can’t be any worse than what we left behind, right?”


“Right. G’night.”


“’Night.” Pity pulled the blanket tighter and pushed her fearful thoughts away. They didn’t matter, not right then. Because as she felt Finn’s warmth beside her, listened to her friend’s breaths grow slower and more rhythmic with sleep, she couldn’t remember the last time she had felt so hopeful.


Icy water tickled Pity’s ankles as she dipped the mouth of the canteen into the stream. The midmorning sun warmed her shoulders and danced across the ripples as a faint breeze sent the leaves whispering. Earlier, she had woken to a sunrise that felt unfamiliar, like a sight she had never seen before. It had taken her a while to figure out why.


Pity closed her eyes. This is what it is, she thought, to be outside the cage.


This was what it felt like to be free.


A twig cracked.


She opened her eyes and spun, drawing her gun in the same movement.


Downstream, a turkey strutted out of the brush. It took a few jagged steps, stopped, and considered Pity.


She considered it right back.


“You’d make a good meal, Mr. Turkey.” She aimed for the loose red flesh of the bird’s neck. “But Finn’s probably done packing camp by now, and I don’t feel like taking the time to dress you.” She slid the gun back into her holster.


On the shore, she pulled on her boots and started up the steep bank of the stream. The thick undergrowth tugged at her clothes as she navigated it, retracing her steps until she reached where the trees thinned.


Mid-step, she froze.


Something was different.


When Pity left the camp, Finn had been whistling a cheerful tune that didn’t quite match the song it was supposed to be. Now that sound was gone, replaced by one she knew too well: engines.


Motorcycles. She dropped the canteens and ducked into the brush. More than one.


Was it possible? Could her father have found them already? No, he wouldn’t be back at the commune yet. Had Rawley raised the alarm, then? Her throat tightened, but it still didn’t ring true—she and Finn had taken a wandering route, and the Ranger left hardly more trail than a bobcat.


She inched forward through the brush, a single thought pounding in time with her heart.


Finn.


By the time she reached the edge of the tree line, another distinct rumble could be heard. Fifty paces away, beyond where the Ranger sat, a truck rattled up to join the two motorcycles that flanked their camp. A man jumped from its cab and joined the dismounted riders. Beside the remains of the fire, Finn stood, stiff-backed. She took a few cautious paces backward as the men approached.


Trembling, Pity cursed silently. Her rifle leaned against the side of the Ranger.


“Mornin’!” one of the men called out, his voice carrying to where Pity hid.


She inspected the trio. They were young but with a coarse, dirty look to them, the kind of rough that didn’t wash off. Not commune workers, then, and she didn’t see any CONA patches on their clothing. All three were armed, the riders with handguns on their belts. As for the truck driver, Pity didn’t see a gun, but strapped across his chest were half a dozen grenades. She eyed the truck.


Metal scraps. Wiring. A pile of mismatched tires.


Scroungers.


They could be looking to trade, she told herself. Being armed didn’t mean anything out here. But she remained crouched as Finn responded to the greeting, her words too faint to make out.


The men looked at one another. One pointed at the rifle and said something. Finn started for the gun, but he put himself between her and it, a split-wound grin on his face.


Pity’s heart slid into her stomach. Her free hand drew. Scroungers, maybe, but something about them was old-milk sour. She gauged the distance between her and the men, cursing herself again for leaving the rifle behind. With it, she could have sent warning shots at the intruders—or worse maybe, if they refused to take the hint. But this far away, and with three against one, her pistols were a chancy proposition at best.


What do I do?


If she broke cover now, they’d be on her in an instant. And for all that she would have joined the commune’s defenses in a heartbeat, she had only ever shot at targets, never a live human. Her palms began to sweat as the sick sensation in her gut spread.


“Go on!” Finn spoke loud enough for Pity to hear this time. “Take it and go. I ain’t got anything else worth stealing.” She waved dismissively and set her hands on her hips, back still to Pity.


She knows I’m close. A line of sweat slid from her forehead to the bridge of her nose. Why hasn’t she called for help? She isn’t so much as glancing in this direction.


Realization bloomed in her like a frost.


They think Finn’s alone. They have no idea I’m here.


And Finn was trying to keep it that way.


The grinning rider grabbed the rifle. When Finn took an angry step toward him, the man closest to her drew his handgun. He grabbed her arm and twisted, shoving her to her knees. She went stone-still as he shoved the muzzle against her temple.


“You stay right where you are, now.”


Pity read the words on his lips as much as she heard them. Her muscles screamed to move, but she felt no more mobile than the surrounding trees. A primal direction rooted her, a fear-soaked sense of preservation.


Don’t… Her thoughts were hard to hold on to, the pounding blood in her veins drowning them out. Wait. Think. Don’t toss away what advantage Finn’s bought you.


Now that Finn was partially turned toward the trees, Pity could see her eyes running back and forth over the brush, blank fear painted on her features.


I’m here, Pity thought, jaw aching with desperation to cry out. Finn, I’m here.


An idea struck her. She raised her gun, angling it so that sunlight winked off the silver plating.


I’m here.


Finn locked on the signal. Pity flashed one more time and dropped her arm, before the scroungers could take notice.


“Anything good?” Finn’s guard called to his companions, who had begun rooting through the Ranger.


The driver pulled Finn’s tools from the vehicle and tossed them to the ground. “Nothin’ that’ll buy you the moon, but not bad.” He straightened, a cross air about him. “Finish up and come help, would you? We’re not doin’ all the work this time!”


Finish—


Terror prickling her skin, Pity snapped back to Finn. Her friend stared directly at her.


“For sayin’ you do all the work, you two sure never get your hands dirty!”


Move! The word screamed through Pity’s mind, but her body refused. Every inch of her felt carved from ice. In her hand, the gun she could pick the petals from a daisy with remained half raised, heavy as a concrete block.


Finn’s gaze never left her. But the fear in her eyes was gone, replaced by soft resignation. As Pity watched, her head slid back and forth once, the movement barely perceptible. Her mouth formed a single word.


Run.


Pity ripped her other gun from its holster.


A moment later, a shot cracked the morning into shards.














 CHAPTER 4 


In a mist of crimson, Finn slumped to the ground.


With a scream like a piece torn from her soul, Pity bolted from the brush, firing three shots in rapid succession and closing half the distance before the scroungers saw her coming. One of the shots took Finn’s killer in the leg, toppling him. The others were lost to the frantic haze.


Taken by surprise, the two unscathed scroungers retreated toward the truck. Pity fired twice more before one turned and shot at her with her own rifle; a bullet whizzed by her ear, another tugged on her jacket. She angled toward the Ranger and threw herself behind it. Blood pounded in her veins. Finn, get to Finn. The thought ricocheted off the inside of her skull, obliterating every rational thought that tried to form.


“Where the hell did she come from?” one of the men yelled. Another cried out in pain.


Pity leaned through the open doors and fired. “Finn!”


More shots answered hers. One dinged off the metal above her head, clear as the chime of a bell.


In an instant, coherence returned. The world’s colors were too bright, the edges of her vision too sharp, but Pity registered that both scroungers had reached the truck, and the third was nearly there, hobbling on his injured leg. Her brief advantage was spent. She was outgunned and pinned behind the Ranger. She looked around. Open ground surrounded her. Her chest tightened.


There was nowhere to go.


“Finn…” she said again, knowing no response was coming.


Too late. Only heartbeats had passed, but Pity was already far, far too late.


“Idiots! I’ll handle her.”


She peeked back through the doors in time to see the truck driver rip a grenade off his chest strap and pull the pin.


He readied to throw.


With no time to think, Pity sprang to her feet and aimed over the top of Ranger.


Bang!


Bang!


Her shots caught the driver in the shoulder. The grenade slipped from his fingers.


She had just enough time to register the shock on the scroungers’ faces before the air exploded.


The first thing was darkness.


On its heels followed a high-pitched whine and an acrid burning smell. Finally came the pain. It was everywhere, like the whine and the darkness. Her head pounded with it, sending shock waves of nausea through her. She tried to swallow and tasted… dirt? The damp earth lay beneath her, bits of grass poking her in the face.


What…?


She tried to move her legs. A cold stab of panic shot through her when she couldn’t. She tried again and realized that it wasn’t her legs that weren’t obeying—something was pinning them. She lay still instead, skull throbbing with each beat of her heart. The darkness wasn’t night. Something was draped over her. She smelled canvas and wax among the char and scorched oil.


The roof of the Ranger. But before she could fathom why it was on top of her and not on top of the Ranger, she heard another, unmistakable sound.


Footsteps.


Her thoughts slammed into place.


The scroungers.


A moment ago her guns had been in her hands. Now they held nothing. She slid one arm outward. The movement sent a bolt of pain up her side. She cried out.


The footsteps stopped. “Hey!” said a muffled voice. “Someone’s still alive!”


There was no time. Pity shifted her other arm, bracing for agony, but it responded without complaint. She pawed blindly at the ground around her.


“C’mon, over here!” More footsteps.


They were coming.


Her fingers brushed steel. Pity grabbed the pistol, slipping her finger into the trigger and cocking the hammer as the debris pinning her began to shift.


One chance.


Light flooded in, scorching her vision. She angled the barrel up as the canvas was lifted and tossed to the side.


She fired.


“Holy shit!” A blurry figure tumbled backward.


The shot had gone wide. As her vision broke apart and came back together, Pity raised the gun again, but a lightning sear of pain shot through her wrist. The gun flew from her grip as it was wrenched to one side. Another silhouette appeared, quickly lost as a gray fog of unconsciousness enveloped her again.


“She’s waking up.”


Her ears still rang. Everything still hurt. And this time Pity couldn’t move at all. Not a finger or a toe. Her eyes cast around helplessly. She was in a room but could see nothing except a metal ceiling above her and a blank wall to her right. A clipped yelp escaped from between her frozen lips.


“Hey, shhhh.” A face appeared in her field of vision: a young man around her age, dressed in filthy clothes. He was milk pale, a feature amplified by his spiked hair dyed oil-slick black. Except for the tips, which were cyan. At least a dozen silver rings and studs pierced his eyebrows, lips, and ears.


Another scrounger?


“Don’t try to move,” he said. “We didn’t know if you had internal injuries, so we gave you a paralytic to be safe.”


A paralytic? Pity took a sharp breath. Where would a scrounger have gotten paralytics?


“You were lucky. A mild concussion, a lot of bruises and scrapes, but you’re alive.”


“Move, Max.” He was replaced by an umber-skinned woman at least a decade his senior. She had a square face and dimpled cheeks, with dark eyes that would have been beautiful had they carried any hint of softness. “I’m going to un-paralyze you now. You are going to behave yourself. If you don’t, I’m going to shoot you in the knee. Blink twice if you understand.”


Pity blinked twice. She felt the prick of a med injector in her neck.


“Try to sit up,” said Max.


“Slowly,” warned the woman.


Pity lifted herself onto one elbow, muscles waking slowly. Her other arm ached like the devil, but she could move it without much effort. She lay on a narrow cot. There was another like it nearby, along with a small seating area built into the wall and a tiny kitchen. The rest of the space was occupied by storage containers of all sizes. There were no windows. A wave of pain radiated through her body. She closed her eyes and leaned over the side of the bed, afraid she would be sick. It was then that she noticed the vibration—a distinct, subtle turbulence.


This wasn’t a room… it was a vehicle.


And it was moving.


“Finn!” Her eyes flew open. “Where’s Finn?”


The woman stepped away, crossing her arms as she leaned against a counter littered with bandages and a portable medical scanner. A row of metal cabinets with coded locks ran above her head. “Was Finn one of those bodies back there? Because they’re right where we left them.”


“Geez, Olivia!” Max perched on the edge of the bed beside her. What she had taken for filth on his clothing were actually streaks and splatters of paint, in all colors. “We saw the smoke. What happened?”


“Finn and I… we…” Pity grasped for the words. “Scroungers attacked our camp. They… they killed…” The room wavered as her lungs emptied. She fell back onto the bed. No. The word beat in her head, worse than the pain. No, no, no. “They killed her and… and you just left her there?”


Max’s brow furled. “There was nothing we could—”


“Did you bury her? Did you do anything?”


“She was dead,” said Olivia.


“You just left her there!” Pity shot up again, oblivious to her injuries, only to have Max push her back down.


“We had to,” he pressed. “It was dangerous to linger, and you were hurt.”


She shoved him away, searching for something to say but finding nothing.


Too late. A scream built in her chest, unable to go anywhere. She was right there, and you just watched them—


The thought refused to finish.


“It’s not all bad,” Olivia said. “These survived.” Pity looked over to see her dangling the gun belt in one hand and brandishing a revolver in the other. “They’re awfully nice.”


Pity’s cheeks burned with anger. “Those are mine! Give them to me!”


“Not a chance.” Olivia stashed the weapons in a cabinet above her head. When she closed it, the touch pad flashed red. Locked.


“They belong to me.”


“And I say they’re good payment for saving your life.”


She glared at Olivia, who glared right back and let a hand fall to her side. Strapped to her hip was a leather whip, coiled in a tight circle. Pity recalled the pain from before and looked at her wrist. Ringing it was a wide bruise.


Max sighed. “Olivia, please…”


“We don’t know her from Adam, Max. And she tried to kill you.”


“I didn’t—” Pity began, but the vehicle’s vibrations suddenly tapered off and ceased.


A moment later a door opened at the front of the compartment. A massive, densely muscled man ducked through it, carrying a rifle.


“My turn to drive?” said Olivia.


He shook his bald, round head. Other than a thin strip of dark hair on his chin, he was clean-shaven. “Time to swap out the fuel cell. How’s our guest?”


Olivia swatted a hand. “She’s fine.”


“Is that true, miss?” His voice was deep but smooth.


Pity grimaced. “No.”


“Of course not.” When he approached the bed and reached out a huge, flat hand, she eyed it warily but shook it. “Santino Quintano,” he said. “Santino, por favor. And you are?”


“We hadn’t gotten there yet,” said Max.


“Serendipity.” Her voice was as hollow as an old bone. “Jones. Everyone calls me Pity.”


“Pity,” Santino continued, “you were very lucky today. We can drop you at the next outpost or commune we pass. They will have real medical facilities and—”


“No!” she cried. “I mean, I can’t…” She hesitated, thoughts tangling. Finn… her guns… The pounding in her head intensified. She pressed the heel of her hand to her forehead. When she looked up again, everyone was staring at her.


“Hmm.” Santino tipped his head. “Judging by your clothes, I’d guess you’re off a commune?”


She nodded.


“And where were you headed?”


“East.”


“Just east?”


“Yeah.” She cooled her tone. “Just east.”


Olivia snickered. “Runaways. Cute. Did you think you were going to stroll into Columbia and find the streets paved with gold and all the prosperity you could carry? You would have been lucky to find a bed to rent in the lower slums. What were you thinking?”


“We were thinking”—her voice cracked—“that we had to get away from where we were.” No, she thought. I needed to get away. Pity swallowed at the lump that had formed in her throat. “It doesn’t matter. But I… can’t go back there.”


“Comprendo, chiquita,” said Santino. “But you can’t come with us.”


“Why not?” balked Max, getting to his feet.


“Max—”


“She’s hurt and alone, with nothing. Her friend is dead and she says she can’t go home. So why can’t she come with us?”


“I do have something,” Pity interjected. “I’ve got my guns.”


Olivia snickered. “Hon, you ain’t even got that.”


“If she’s a good shot,” Max pressed, “Beau might take her on. He’s always complaining about the lack of—”


“Max,” Santino warned. “We have a job to finish.”


“The job’s done,” he countered.


“The package still needs to be delivered.”


“And it will be, whether she’s with us or not,” said Max.


“What makes you think a girl like her is going to want to go where we’re going?” Olivia said.


“Why?” Pity spat, irritated at being pecked over like a bit of corn by crows. “Where are you going?”


“End of the world.” One side of Max’s mouth turned up proudly. “We’re headed for Cessation.”
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