
  [image: Cover Page of Outrider]


  [image: Half Title of Outrider]


  [image: Title Page of Outrider]


  Copyright © 2014 by Steven John

  All Rights Reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Night Shade Books, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

  Night Shade books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Night Shade Books, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.

  Night Shade Books™ is a trademark of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

  Visit our website at www.nightshadebooks.com.

  10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.

  Cover design by Danielle Ceccolini

  Cover illustration by Yip Lee

  Print ISBN: 978-1-59780-533-9

  Ebook ISBN: 978-1-59780-556-8

  Printed in the United States of America


  For my brother. A finer man I’ve yet to meet.

  “These men were so akin, so near each other, that the slightest gesture, the tone of voice, told both more than could be said in words.”

  —Leo Tolstoy, Anna Karenina


  1

  “We got a leech.”

  “Hm,” Scofield muttered, shifting in his saddle. “I don’t see him.”

  “You will,” Kretch whispered back, nodding slowly. His voice was dry, grating. “He’s down the line.”

  The sun was nearly overhead, flattening the few features that marked the beige expanse of loam. Scofield pulled the brim of his hat lower on his forehead and cupped his hands around his eyes to block the glare. He began a steady scan along the row of towering QV pillars, letting his eyes lose focus. There it was, that thin trail, almost invisible but unmistakable to the trained eye: a buried tap line. Scofield let his eyes drift along the line and sure enough not five seconds later he spotted a telltale depression in the sandy soil.

  “Oh yeah. I got him.”

  “Looks like it’s just one all by his lonesome,” Kretch said, leaning off to one side of his slate gray colt to spit.

  “Follow the line or grab ’im?”

  “Let’s just get him now.”

  “Suits me fine,” said Scofield, drawing his long-barreled revolver. “Cover me, then. I could use a stretch anyway.”

  Kretch drew a rifle from his saddle bag and checked the chamber as Scofield slid off his brown mare. His boots crunched loudly on the dry earth, and he paused to look for any movement from the leech. When none came he took a few slow, cautious steps towards the concave patch of sand, then broke into a run and closed the thirty yards in seconds.

  Scofield leapt through the air and landed with both boots right in the center of the shallow depression. The tarp, held up by and loosely covered with sand, collapsed beneath his weight and from the newly revealed hole came a cry of pain and surprise. Scofield scrambled out of the ditch and threw the canvas sheet aside, training his pistol on the leech.

  He was an old fellow. Bald with a wispy, five-day beard. His flesh was red and craggy and his eyes yellow. They were filled with fear.

  “I . . . I—please don’t shoot!” he stammered.

  “Get up,” Scofield said, his voice low. The man rose to his feet and then climbed out of the hole, his joints popping and cracking. He wore a dirty gray button-down and old jeans and his boots were scuffed and shabby. His stooped shoulders rose and fell quickly as he sucked in shallow breaths, eyes averted.

  Wilton Kretch came up from behind, still mounted and leading Scofield’s horse. He dropped both sets of reins and rested his repeater across his lap, the barrel aiming toward the leech.

  “All alone out here, old timer?”

  “Yes.” The man replied barely above a whisper.

  “Well, that oughtta make things easier,” Kretch sneered. The leech’s eyes snapped up, wide with fear, and Scofield shot Kretch a quick look. Not quite one of disapproval—just a look.

  “Wilton here don’t mean to threaten you, mister,” Scofield said with false brightness. “He just means for you to know your options. Which ain’t many.” He turned and looked out across the barren plains as if to punctuate his point. It was hot for October. Easily ninety out. The faintest breeze sighed across the land now and then but it was not enough to soothe, merely to be felt.

  “See, thing is, we got a job to do out here. We gotta protect them sun stacks.” Scofield said, approaching the trembling man and laying a hand on his shoulder. He turned the leech and swept his hand along the miles and miles of quantum voltaic pillars. “But you know that, dontcha? Know all about it, I’m sure. Let’s check your hookup.” Scofield knelt and dug in the soil until he found the buried tap line. He wrapped a fist around the thick, insulated cord and gave it a solid shake. The cord popped up from the sand, revealing a clear trail to one of the QV pillars. Scofield straightened up and pushed the man toward the array, calling over his shoulder. “Wilton, why dontcha check out that hole.”

  Kretch dismounted and made his way over to the leech’s burrow. Scofield guided the man toward the nearest QV pillar, keeping his revolver vaguely trained. Beads of sweat streamed down the old man’s neck and he wrung his hands constantly. For a moment Scofield thought to whisper something reassuring, but let the notion go and squared his jaw. The man was a thief, after all, even if he were old and frightened. They stopped in the shade of the massive panels above.

  “Oh yeah. Pretty.”

  “I didn’t mean to . . . to do wrong. Just ain’t got nothin’ else.”

  Scofield ignored the man, turning his back on him, and studied the power tap he’d set up. It was a simple, standard design: two big magnets and some copper spooling held together by a wooden frame. This contraption was slid over one of the steel braces of the pillar. It would draw off enough power to run a life free from governmental regulation or to trade or sell for a few bucks, but never enough to be noticed.

  “Set your spool a bit close to the steel, didn’t ya?” Scofield asked over his shoulder, running a palm across his unshaven face.

  “It’s perfectly safe.” The man replied, his voice steady for the first time.

  “Yer an expert then, hmm?”

  “I didn’t mean that. I just—”

  “Yeah, listening to you talk ain’t what I got on my mind right now. Why don’t you be a good little leech and dismantle this thing here and then maybe all three of us will chat a moment.”

  Scofield brushed past the old man and walked back to Kretch and the horses. He ran a hand along his mare’s flanks, whispering “Old one, huh Reese?” The horse turned her head at the sound of her name and Scofield pulled a canteen from the saddle bag. He took a long pull of water himself, then cupped his hand and let Reese use it as a bowl as he slowly trickled the tepid liquid into his palm.

  “Nothing to write home about.” Kretch said as he climbed out of the hole. He coughed and shook sand from his long gray jacket, stamping his boots to kick dust off them. “A bit of food and drink and a worn out book. Blankets. Some tools. Not even a change of clothes.”

  “What book is it?”

  “Didn’t check.”

  “No matter. What d’you think?”

  “Long enough way back to camp just us two.” Kretch said quietly, looking over at the old man who was busily breaking apart his tap.

  “That’s true.” Scofield nodded. “Other hand, I don’t see this old fellah causing much more trouble. Think we oughtta bring him in.”

  “Hell, fine by me,” Kretch shrugged. He raised his voice loud enough that the old man could surely hear and went on saying: “But those ancient legs give out, it’s Reese that drags him, not Shady.”

  “Fine by me.”

  “I’ll follow the line and find his collector. Any trouble, squeeze two quick shots.”

  Scofield tossed back his head and laughed. “You be sure to rush back’n help with this one. Got a killer’s eye!” Kretch let out a rasping cackle of his own and turned to look at the old leech. The laughter frightened the man even more than had the harsh words. He was hobbling back toward the outriders, a jumble of parts in his arms.

  Kretch went to where a part of the tap line was exposed and took a C-clamp off his belt. He fastened it around the line and then walked to his horse. He drew a thin cable from his pack and looped it over the saddle horn. Once the other end was secured to the clamp, Kretch hopped up onto the colt.

  “Less go, Shady.” The colt wheeled and began trotting away. “See you down the way,” he called back.

  “Yup. Down the way.” Scofield turned to the leech, who stood there like a frightened child, his meager possessions cradled between frail arms. “Dump it all in the hole and bury it. Time for you to find a new line of work.”

  Sunlight poured through the windows lining Mayor Franklin Dreg’s office. Two walls of the large room were almost entirely glass. The light reflected off myriad treasures. A large brass ship’s compass, cut crystal glasses, a half dozen paintings hung in heavy frames, a milk white steer’s skull; countless objects the man had gathered about him as his wealth and power grew. Most of the art and objects were from centuries past and clashed with the sleek steel walls and numerous panels of LED lights and data screens. The Mayor had commissioned a console that kept a running ticker of all the electricity use in every grid of New Las Vegas. It was over four feet tall and ten feet wide and dominated the wall opposite the longest row of floor-to-ceiling windows.

  Mayor Dreg sat behind his massive mahogany desk staring to the right, watching the numbers rise and fall on the console’s many screens. His desk sat near the back wall of the long rectangular office, across from the thick double doors that led to the even larger outer chamber. He loved the effect this room had on those who entered it: the tableau of his ample carriage framed by a wall of glass and perched behind the imposing desk unnerved even the most confident of visitors.

  The Mayor looked all of his fifty years. Not so much because he had aged poorly, but rather because for so long had he lived a life of privilege that his body was in general atrophy from disuse. His face was neither wrinkled nor well defined. He was a large man, but neither obese nor stout, caught somewhere in between. His eyes were sharp and piercing, his gaze more that of an appraiser than of an intellectual. He was constantly calculating, with his own gain firmly rooted at the right side of every equation.

  All was steady today. The megawatts rose and fell with the comforting rhythm of the city. Traffic patterns shifted, people flipped on screens as they arrived home from work, trains moved from grid to grid, and air conditioners dropped a setting as the sun crept toward the horizon—the system plodded along smoothly. Dreg nodded to himself, briefly turning to look out the windows at the sprawling city below him.

  “Mr. Hale,” The Mayor said, touching a button on his desktop.

  “Mayor,” came his right hand’s reply through a speaker.

  “Step in when you have a moment.” Dreg released the com button and rose slowly from his leather-bound chair, straightening his vest and tie as he stood. He grabbed his dark gray suit jacket from its spot on a coat tree and worked the blazer on as he heard the heavy outer doors open. A moment later, Mr. Hale let himself into Dreg’s office and approached.

  “This collar straight, Tim?” The Mayor asked, turning away.

  “Mhmm.” Timothy Hale was a man of medium height with wide shoulders. He could have been handsome had his forty year old face not already assumed the lines of one who never smiled. He was always clean shaven and his blond hair was full and close cropped—a stark comparison to Dreg’s thinning black mane and thick mustache.

  “The water commission from San Diego is still waiting to hear back about a rate shift, just to remind you,” Hale said as Mayor Dreg turned around again.

  “When did they first start pissing and moaning about this?”

  “A month and a half back, maybe two. August sometime.”

  “Well . . . it can wait. I have a feeling they’ll get the picture. Or they can try running their little town without power, ey? Always an option!” Dreg winked, then summarily brushed the matter aside. “I think I might make some unannounced visits around town. Care to come along?”

  “Of course, sir,” Hale replied.

  “So boring when everything runs this smoothly.” The two men walked toward the doors, Hale pausing to key in a few codes on a wall panel.

  “I’ll take it over the alternatives,” Hale said. He punched in a final few digits and heavy steel shutters slid down over the glass windows, plunging the office into a dim, artificial yellow glow.

  “So will I, Tim.”

  As the men passed through The Mayor’s opulent outer chamber, a room double the size and twice as heavily decorated as his office proper, Mayor Dreg put a hand on Hale’s shoulder to stop him for a moment. As usual, something in this self-dedicated museum had caught his eye. He walked to a shelf wrought of glass and iron and picked up a small, intricately carved wooden cane. It was two feet long and had a deep notch cut into one end.

  “Any idea what this is for, Mr. Hale?”

  “None, Frank.”

  The Mayor snorted. “Neither have I. I just liked how it looked.”

  Mayor Dreg and Timothy Hale walked through the marble-floored lobby of the executive building past the twenty foot long reception desk. Hale nodded to the various security personnel and receptionists who sat attentively at their stations; The Mayor’s eyes stayed forward. There were four guards, each dressed in black fatigues, and three women, each beautiful and wearing a low-cut blouse under a scarlet blazer. The women smiled back; the men nodded. Near the pneumatic doors, which sat in a wall of solid glass, a female custodian dragged a mop across a small section of stone. She was an elderly woman with yellowed, wispy gray hair. She trailed an IV stand behind her. Hale distinctly went out of his way not to look in this woman’s direction, despite her pausing to grin at him and The Mayor.

  The tall doors slid silently open before Hale and Dreg and the men stepped out onto the streets of New Las Vegas. It was still mid-afternoon and blindingly bright out and The Mayor paused to retrieve a pair of dark, circular sunglasses from his breast pocket. Hale squinted in the sunlight and let his eyes slowly adjust, following Dreg toward the nearest pod stop.

  Several waiting commuters stepped aside as The Mayor approached, a few sidling off and leaving altogether. If Dreg noted this, he made no sign of it. The Mayor could, of course, have used his private pod, which disrupted any traffic patterns as needed, but more often than not he chose to travel the city among “his people.”

  A strong gust of hot air blew down the street momentarily turning the cool air dry and dusty. As soon as it had come, the wind subsided and the temperature returned to a pleasant stasis, cooled by the air conditioning and misting systems that were placed atop poles all around the city’s affluent grids. Hale looked around, his pupils now shrunk to accommodate the afternoon glare. The tall buildings that flanked the wide boulevard reached proudly up to the cerulean sky, each a differing shade of pale gray or alabaster white. From every corner of the city came the sounds of steady urban life. The four rails of the traffic lines hummed; two with the gentle drone of cross-town consistency, the others with the higher-pitched whine of frequent local pod stops.

  It was onto one of these pods that Hale and Dreg stepped after it arrived. Three or four other citizens boarded the black, cigar-shaped tube behind them. Dreg settled down onto a bench and Hale sat behind him on a single seat. Advertisements and bulletins flickered across the many screens around the pod. There were about a dozen other passengers already aboard—business men and city workers and casually dressed commuters. Eyes flitted to and then away from The Mayor. He was known to all; loved by some, feared by others, but universally respected. Timothy Hale always felt a touch of pride to be seen with Mayor Dreg; to be counted as part of his aura. The golden chevron on Hale’s smartly pressed lapel identified him as a man of some regard and his regular propinquity to Dreg elevated his status to that of one with clout.

  Hale had been a nervous child and an awkward teenager, but his preternatural intelligence and adaptability had served him well once he had grown into an adult’s body. Years of service at the highest levels of city government taught him to act the part of a confident and assertive man. Still, a twinge of unease often crept down his spine when he felt eyes upon him, and he habitually went so far as to remove his executive pin when not accompanying Dreg. Fortunately, in a city of nearly ten million residents, it was easy enough to achieve comfortable anonymity.

  The pod gathered speed without so much as a tremor felt by its riders, zipping along for several blocks until its next scheduled stop. The Mayor turned to Hale, saying “Should we pay a visit to Central Bank, or press on to Grid 3’s power station?”

  Hale cocked his head to one side, thinking for a moment. “Let’s stop by the power station, if it’s all the same to you. There were a few surges last week and I think it may do them good to see your face.”

  Dreg’s jowls rose into a smile. “And it may do you good to see that lady who works in operations.”

  “I think seeing her does us all good.”

  Dreg laughed. “What’s her name again?”

  “Maria something. I keep forgetting.”

  “Why haven’t you just asked her out, Tim?”

  “Ah, there’re plenty of women out there.”

  “She won’t say no. You know that, right?” The Mayor leaned in, a conspiratorial gleam in his eye.

  “Not with you around, sir,” Hale smiled back. Inwardly, he thought that if Maria Rodrigues had no reason to say ‘yes’ other than fear of upsetting Dreg, he would just as soon leave her be. Timothy had been infatuated with her for months, and despite his best efforts to conceal it, Franklin Dreg was not a man who missed these things, nor the opportunity to give a ribbing about them. “Maybe I will. But not when you’re there.” He looked away from The Mayor, hastily adding “I wouldn’t want to waste your time chasing tail.”

  Dreg nodded, looking around the pod at the various commuters. As he often did, he picked one at random and rose. Even at nearly fifty miles an hour, the commuter pod barely trembled, and Dreg walked over to a young man wearing blue jeans and a t-shirt. He sat down beside the fellow and smiled widely.

  “What’s your name, son?”

  “Tom Bowman,” the youth answered, holding The Mayor’s gaze.

  “And what do you do?”

  “Nothing much. Or not yet, sir. I’m a student.”

  “Oh? That’s plenty! What do you study?”

  “Um . . . well mathematics. I guess. I might switch to economics.” The young man’s poise faded as Dreg looked him up and down.

  “Well, Mr. Bowman, a word of advice. Drop them both! Women want engineers or artists!”

  “Yes sir. I’ll . . . try to incorporate that too. Them too, I mean.”

  “You do that, Mr. Bowsen. Find your calling then stay in your post!” Dreg rose and clapped the student on the shoulder. He returned to his bench by Hale, a satisfied look on his large face. Despite his propensity for reading people, Dreg regularly mistook uneasiness for respect. While the gulf between inspiring those two sentiments was not vast, it was definite. After the brief exchange between the young man and the swaggering Mayor, the other commuters worked all the harder to act preoccupied. Hale realized this; Dreg did not.

  The pod came to rest at the first stop in Grid 3 and Hale rose, waiting for Dreg to do the same, then the two men stepped out into the bright, cool streets. The buildings here looked much the as they did in Executive Center, just a few stories shorter.
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  Scofield’s thoughts were wandering when the old leech spoke up.

  “Sir?” The man’s voice was timid and small.

  “Hmm,” Scofield grunted in reply.

  “I know I’ve no right to even ask . . . but may I have some water?”

  From atop Reese, the outrider looked down at the elderly man, stumbling along with his sunburned scalp and creaking joints. Scofield had not bothered tying him to the horse—there was no chance he’d put up a fight or make a breakaway across the desert. He had been plodding unevenly beside the trotting mare for miles now and was visibly failing. A mixture of compassion and pragmatism worked their way through Scofield’s thinking and after a minute or two more he drew back on the reins and slid off Reese. He pulled the canteen from her saddle bag and first took a pull himself, then offered water to the horse. She lapped up only a few drops from his palm before tossing her mane and looking away.

  Scofield handed the canteen to the leech, saying “Don’t touch your lips to that. And don’t take much.”

  The man gratefully accepted the canteen and tilted his head back, letting the warm liquid pour into his gaping mouth. He swished the water about behind his cracked lips and then, with a rueful sigh, handed the canteen back. Scofield looked the old man up and down, then shook his head.

  “Mount up,” he barked, looking away. The leech made no move. When Scofield finally looked over at him, the man’s face was a portrait of bewilderment. “Get on the damn horse, old man.”

  The leech took a halting step, paused, and then walked to Reese. His hands trembled as he grasped her saddle and his knee buckled as he tried to lift his weight in the stirrup. Scofield thrust his large, calloused hands under the man’s shoulders and roughly lifted him up onto the mare. Reese sidestepped and let out a whinny at the feeling of the foreign rider.

  “S’alright girl,” Scofield whispered to her, taking her soft muzzle in one hand. He pulled the reins from where they were looped about the saddle horn and set off walking, following the faint trace of the leech’s tap line.

  The sun was at their backs, maybe an hour from dipping below the horizon. The land was just beginning to lose its features while still maintaining what little color the desert palate had to offer: soft beige under foot, coffee brown mountains in the distance, and the charcoal grays of occasional rocky outcroppings. The sky had eased from azure blue to a powdery yellow above a thin layer of late afternoon haze. It was still warm out.

  Scofield’s boots crunched methodically, two falls to every four from Reese’s hooves. Again his thoughts had begun to drift when the old timer spoke.

  “Thank you.”

  Scofield made no reply. Not even a sidelong glance or a shrug. A few minutes passed before the wizened fellow spoke again.

  “You’re a good man, Scofield.” The outrider looked up and the leech hastily added: “Mr. Scofield. You’re a good man. Thank you.”

  “No, I ain’t. Don’t get that thinking into your head.” He looked away again, pulling off his hat and wiping the back of one sleeve across his sweaty brow. “I’m just not a bad man. That’s all. Ain’t too big a distinction. Remember that.”

  The leech drew in a rasping breath as if to say more but let it go silently. They walked on. Scofield found himself ruminating on what he had just said. Was there much of a distinction? Had he really meant it one way or the other regardless? He could count on one hand the times he’d done things he knew to be categorically wrong. But the times his deeds had fallen into a gray area were as measureless as the desert sands. He always sought to do right but didn’t let some ambiguous nod to morality play counsel to his day-to-day living.

  Given more to aimless brooding than active reflection, Scofield let the notion drift. He wondered how far inside the glowline the leech’s collector was. They’d been following the tap wire for easily an hour and would surely be catching up to Kretch soon. He just hoped it was before darkness fell. It had been slow going with the aged man on foot and he had lost track of time. Scofield dreaded a night spent bunked with this old wretch. He’d heard their tales of hard-luck misfortune and their pleas for clemency all too many times. His only desire was for a night alone bedded down in silence. Scofield drew a cigarette from within his long black coat and dug about in another pocket for his lighter.

  As he took his first drag he looked up at the leech. The old man bounced along uneasily in the saddle and cast furtive glances at the outrider, clearly hoping to be offered a smoke of his own. Scofield turned his head away, facing the darkening sands before them. He hadn’t brought enough tobacco to consider sharing.

  Timothy Hale sighed as he crossed the threshold into his large but spartan apartment. He had again failed to summon the courage to talk to Maria. Or really talk to her, anyway: they had exchanged the usual pleasantries as he and The Mayor toured Grid 3’s power station, but the discourse had been professional, sterile. Hale let himself imagine that her demure glances and soft tone had been anything other than the awkward discomfort they had seemed, but he knew well that his attraction to her was one-sided.

  He carefully removed his suit jacket and tie, hanging them each in their respective places in his walk-in closet. Before leaving the closet, Hale took the golden government insignia from his jacket’s lapel and laid the pin on a bare section of shelf. He pulled off his slacks with less care, tossing the pants into a hamper in the hallway, and donned soft linen trousers and leather slippers lined with sable. Hale entered his immaculate kitchen and flicked on a light switch.

  White light filled the room, shining off the polished marble countertops and smooth steel appliances. Timothy never paid a penny for electricity, a perk of his job title; poorer denizens of New Las Vegas lived switch-to-switch, saving power whenever and wherever possible. Currently, Mayor Dreg was keeping local rates affordably low, in fact; but that could all change overnight, based on demand from other markets, a dip in supply caused by inclement weather or technical issues out in the sunfield, or merely based off a capricious whim. Numerous were the times when millions had quite literally paid for the foul mood of Franklin Dreg, keeper of the power, as it were.

  Hale opened the refrigerator and selected from the several half-empty bottles of wine an ’87 chardonnay. There were less than two glasses worth of wine left in the bottle and Timothy allowed himself a private moment of impropriety, swishing back a mouthful of the cool liquid right from the bottle before filling a glass. He threw out the wine bottle and then, as he did most every night, began to stroll slowly through the rooms of his home, replaying the day’s events in his head.

  Overall, it had been an unremarkable Wednesday. Save for the underwhelming visit to Grid 3, his waking hours had been consumed with paperwork and numbers, all the mundane actual work required to run the city’s executive office and for which his boss had not the slightest concern. No meetings or visitors had been scheduled for the day, so his interaction with others up until the late afternoon had consisted of two or three minutes talking to Dreg and countless phone calls diverted from The Mayor. Dreg hated talking to people who called him, preferring only to speak to whom he chose, when he chose. Hale was in effect a glorified buffer between The Mayor and the world at large. In fact, if he wanted to, he likely could have taken much of the control of the city into his own hands simply by not telling The Mayor what was happening at any given time.

  But Hale had little interest in power. Not in any direct, definite way, at least. He preferred the comfort of stability that came from being near the top but with his neck underexposed. It rarely bothered him to act as a considerable portion of the brain while letting Dreg’s face alone occupy the minds of the millions of citizens of NLV. Hale had achieved most of his life’s goals—save any meaningful romance—before the age of forty-one. This thought brought him less satisfaction than he would have expected, and he quickly tried to clear the notion from his head as he leaned against a window frame in his living room. Only a few lamps shone in this room, their soft yellow light diffused through ornate stained-glass shades.

  Fifty stories below, New Las Vegas sparkled in the clear night. On an evening such as this the city would consume approximately two-hundred eighteen million, four-hundred thousand kilowatt hours of energy between sunset and sunrise. A shift in temperature could drive the figure up or down, depending on the season.

  While Hale had no direct authority to regulate power consumption, his status as Dreg’s right hand put him in a position to, at any given moment, say the word and darken any (or all) of the twenty-one grids that made up the sprawling city. As he let his eyes drift across the glowing metropolis and then out to the dark stretch of desert beyond, a faint smile crept across his lips. Not that he would ever abuse his role, but the knowledge that he could brought him an inner warmth—something akin to a sense of manliness.

  On certain nights, when Hale indulged in more than his usual one glass of wine, he found himself muttering three words over and over: “I’ll show them.” He had no clue who “they” were or exactly what he would show them, but they were out there and he was up here. (Though sometimes “they” took on the visage of a large, mustachioed man as sleep overcame Timothy.) When Hale lay down to sleep on this night, he was sober and his thoughts drifted to more reasonable matters of breakfast and scheduling and business.

  Fifteen years ago Hale had been a graduate student and an aspiring social activist. New Las Vegas in the seventies was a different place than today’s city. The city government sparred with the statehouse for influence; the power company was still private; the traffic patterns were erratic and the streets were often choked with tens of thousands of angry commuters. No one had known for years who was really in control. Then Dreg had come into office on a platform of ostensible reform. This turned quickly to consolidation of power—both literal and figurative. By taking total control of NLV’s electricity production and distribution, Dreg had also established New Las Vegas as something closer to a city-state than a city within a state; these days, the governor asked The Mayor’s permission, rather than the other way around.

  Hale had seen government from the outside and mistrusted it. Then he had been offered a low-level bureaucratic job. Over-educated and under-employed, he took it, meaning only to accept the work—a clerical position with the transportation bureau—for a short time. Hale was surprised to find himself fabulously adroit at maneuvering through the arcane channels of government and within two years was overseeing a staff of some fifty workers. Soon he was managing three times that, heading up a department charged with integrating the latest breakthrough in battery technology, the massive molten salt facilities that could store enough heat to generate power for days when rare instances of inclement weather came to sunny New Las Vegas. It was thanks to the success of Timothy Hale’s department that the city had finally achieved a reliable enough surplus of energy to begin selling it to other regionals; arguably, it was thanks to Hale and his team that New Las Vegas had become such a mighty power center, and of the political stripe, at that: with electricity to spare, the city could leverage deals on grain and livestock from the Midwest, produce from California’s Central Valley, and desalinated water from myriad coastal cities.

  It was only a matter of time before he came to Dreg’s attention. The Mayor had extended an offer Hale could hardly turn down, and Hale’s keen intellect, attention to detail and excellent memory had rapidly moved him into Dreg’s confidence and good graces. Thus the man who had once planned to stand up to and petition against the government became its enforcer, the acting right hand of its ruthless head.

  Given his memory and his propensity for detail, it was surprising that it would take nearly a week for Timothy Hale to catch onto a pattern that began to emerge that night. Somehow, between the time the sun set and the day broke, power consumption in New Las Vegas rose by over forty-million kilowatt hours. That spike in usage would require nearly half of the city’s ten million residents to dry their hair, make toast, vacuum, and do laundry all at once. Which was unlikely in the dead of night.

  It was well after nightfall when Scofield and the leech crossed the glowline. The cord of blue filament pulsed against the dark sands and not a hundred yards beyond it lay the trappings of everyday life: the charge station with its crackling insect lamps, the nearly derelict motel, the grocery store and the rows of huts outriders called home for months out of the year. A score of shadows flitted about in the artificial light; several employees leaving the grocers, a few women of less-than-fine repute, and an outrider or two. Kretch was nowhere to be found.

  The same mild sense of distaste that always washed over Scofield when he returned to society after days out on the land settled over him now, heightened by the fact that he had to deal with the leech. He had found the man’s collection rig about a mile back. The leech had placed it inside the glowline, about a mile west of the Outpost but well safe of the power field’s potent reach. Wilton had clearly taken care of the rig without so much as dismounting. The storage box/generator was riddled with bullet holes; its molten salts had leaked out onto the sands and long ago cooled into a gray pile. The rig was ruined if not properly disposed of and, too tired to much care, Scofield had severed the tap line and traded places with the leech, mounting Reese for the last leg of their trek.

  He had paused to slice and re-bury the tap line three times during their ten or eleven mile journey, but doubted that this old timer would ever again return to the power field. What was next for the leech was none of his concern; the fifth of bourbon and shower awaiting him in his hut were what counted.

  As the lights of society had come into view on the twilight horizon, the leech had begun wringing his hands and making a soft, high pitched whimper. The sound seemed to squeak out of the back of his throat, becoming more and more frequent the nearer they drew to the glowline. He had sounded like an animal scenting a predator’s approach. On a different night, that analogy might have been apt—Scofield had decided what to do with this old fellow hours ago, though, and his fate was to be fabulously mild.

  The outrider and leech entered the omnipresent pool of halogen light bathing the Outpost and Scofield quietly sighed to himself. He led the man a few hundred yards down the thin stretch of asphalt that began not ten feet from the glowline. The only sounds were the stirring of a faint breeze and the click of Reese’s hooves on the paved road. Scofield reined the horse to a stop beneath a streetlight. He slid down from atop the mare and stretched his neck from side to side, kneading one shoulder between his palm and fingers.

  “I’m guessin’ you ain’t got a penny, hm?”

  “No,” the old man replied, his hands knit together across his belly. Scofield nodded, then turned to face his horse. He dug in a saddle bag and retrieved the satchel where he kept a few coins and crumpled bills. Scofield counted out eleven dollars and fifty cents then turned to face the leech.

  “There’s a commuter pod station a half mile down this road. This here’s exact change to get you from there to Vegas Central.” He extended his arm but kept the cash held firmly in a fist. “Listen real good, old man,” Scofield whispered, his voice cold. “I ever see you out in the sunfield again, you’re dead. Simple as that. Don’t you say a goddamn word, either. Take this cash and get the fuck out of here. Stay out of my power fields. I was you, I’d head east. Way east.” With that he pressed the money into the old man’s gnarled hands and turned back to his mount, once more spitting over his shoulder: “Not a goddamn word.”

  Scofield took hold of the saddle horn and hefted himself up onto his horse. Reese wheeled at the gentle tug on her reins and set off at a trot due north. She knew the way and Scofield didn’t so much as cluck his tongue for the next ten minutes as he rode toward the shack he called home a few nights out of each month. He never once looked back at the leech. Had he done so, he would have seen that the old man had scarcely moved a muscle as the outrider faded into the artificial twilight haze. The leech watched until the horse and rider were mere shadows, then were gone, before finally nodding his ancient head and beginning a slow shuffle to the pod station. The half mile walk took him almost twenty minutes.

  Scofield poured feed into Reese’s trough and turned on the tap above her water basin. Dropping his hat, he splashed some of the cold liquid across his face and hair and stretched, shivering in the cold night air. He tied the long lead to the horse’s bridle and unhooked his saddle and bags, tossing them into the storage locker beside his hut. He kicked shut the heavy iron door, not bothering to fiddle with the digital deadbolt. Scofield had requested the most remote post possible and had been rewarded, such as it was, with a hovel nearly a mile from the center of the Outpost proper. The lights of the saloon and stores and charge station shimmered in the distance, a little pocket of light diminished by the undulating glow of New Las Vegas some twenty miles away across the sands.

  He keyed in a code and the door to the ten-by-twelve foot building clicked open. Scofield tossed his hat and jacket inside and pulled two heavy horse blankets from the floor where they rested just inside the hut. These he spread next to his horse as she ate. Then he sat on the step outside his modest home to remove his boots and socks. Finally stepping inside, Scofield flipped on the lights for just long enough to find his kerosene lamp and a book of matches. Once he had the lamp and a few candles lit, the outrider turned the lights down to their lowest setting and stripped naked. All of his clothing he shoved into the washer/dryer unit. He had not changed in two weeks and despite his rugged nature, Scofield was thrilled to be finally free of the musty garments and mere minutes from bathing.

  Stretching his arms to the ceiling then twisting from side to side, he looked about his little home. There was a simple cot, perfectly turned down as he had left it, his little kitchenette, a shelf laden with canned food and an eclectic mix of books, and the armoire where he kept his few items of clothing. The things that mattered were in a steel trunk under his cot. Sealed away behind an old-fashioned padlock were a .44 magnum, hundreds of rounds for both of his pistols and rifle, a few random personal items, and Scofield’s store of tobacco and whiskey. The last two items were all that interested him now. When out riding the sunfield Scofield rarely if ever took a drop of liquor, but once off assignment he partook gladly of his bourbon, if sometimes only for the first night back in the everyday world. Overall, he was a sober man.

  An ordered, settled existence had never sat well with Scofield. He had become an outrider to escape the poisonous monotony of “civilized” life. Others—Kretch among them—made a beeline for New Las Vegas just as soon as their tours of the sunfield were up, throwing dollars and cares to the wind. For Scofield, one good dose of bourbon or rye was all that made coming back into the light (as he and a few others called it) remotely tolerable. He could count on his hands the days he’d spent in the city over the last three years. Many a night—even when he was off duty—he spent bedded down under the stars beside his horse. Reese was better company than any man or woman Scofield had ever met. If it had not been for the occasional need for the latter, the outrider might never have made his way into the light. But there were no women on the plains and he was a man. Scofield had no qualms about picking up a hooker when need be, but his preference was to find some female of the same disposition as him: ready to go and, afterward, ready to leave.

  He stepped into the tiny bathroom of his unit and keyed on the fluorescent lights. In the harsh glow of the pale bulbs his skin was a mix of ruddy brown and milky white where the sun always and never touched, respectively. Scofield took a piss while eyeing his hairy face in the mirror. A few more lines; a few more grays. No matter. He brushed his teeth with meticulous precision, as he did every night, then stepped into the shower. He bathed cold, using the same bar of lye soap on his body, face, and shaggy hair.

  Later Scofield lay naked atop the covers, a tepid glass of whiskey resting in one hand and a cigarette smoking in the other. The ash on its tip had grown to nearly an inch in length, so still was the man. He was not lost in thought; rather his mind was a total, near meditative blank. Eventually gravity bested the ashes and their hot sting on his fingers jolted Scofield back into the present. He sat up in bed, threw back the rye in one large swallow and then dropped the cigarette butt into the glass.

  Scofield rose and slipped on a pair of worn blue jeans and a wool sweater and let himself out into the chill night air. The sand hissed gently beneath his bare feet. He found Reese sleeping soundly and lay down against the horse, easing himself under a part of her blanket. The mare whinnied softly, then was still. Soon Scofield’s thinking was again all but empty, occupied only by his savoring the familiar musty-sweet odor of his horse. Before long he drifted off, his conscious mind melting away into the night.

  Above a thin layer of clouds a new moon lurked in darkness. A few stars snuck through the silken layer of gray but the land was all formless shadow. A gentle breeze crept along the sands, drifting among the pillars of the sunfield and curling about the dunes at its northern border. It was cold out, scarcely forty degrees and, not yet midnight, the temperature was dropping still.

  The QV arrays hung limply in the night air, still and lifeless. The cloud bank thickened as the evening wore on and, at this rate, it was possible that for only the sixth day that year no direct sunlight would find its way down to the hungry quantum voltaic panels the next day.

  What little life persisted in the late fall desert was burrowed away in the near-frozen sands. Save for the gentle rustling of sage brush in the breeze, not a sound stirred the air. Miles away, New Las Vegas glowed on the horizon—a stark contrast to the bleak landscape. Three perfectly still figures crouched atop the tallest dune for miles. Each wore a long black jacket and cowl. From a distance they appeared to be nothing more than a trio of dark stones. Certainly they moved no more than had this been true.

  For a long time the three men knelt in the frigid air. As the night wore on and grew ever darker, their hooded faces were lost even to one another. Just enough diffuse starlight fell across the landscape to make it visible. Three pairs of eyes watched the hills and the sands and the towering arrays before them. Dark cloth fluttered silently in the breeze. Finally, one of the three rose slowly to his full height. After a pause the other two joined him and for several minutes they remained still, now like black monoliths in the night.

  The first to rise turned his back to his compatriots and gently shook his hooded head. “Not yet,” he whispered, “go back down.”

  The New Las Vegas sunfield was comprised of three thousand two hundred and twenty-nine individual QV pillars. It was roughly fifty miles east to west and, at any given point, an average of two miles wide. Certain geological features broke up its mostly straight shape: here and there the line was diverted by hills too large to level or canyons too wide to fill. Atop each pillar sat an array of four massive quantum photovoltaic panels. Throughout the course of the day, a series of motors guided the light-absorbing panels to follow the sun across the sky. In summer, there were more megawatts than New Las Vegas and the dozen smaller cities on its grid could ever use, thus the city’s ability to sell and trade its abundant power. During the winter, energy was still plentiful, but on cloudy days during the season of long nights the grid often dipped deeply into its massive reserve of power stored in cavernous vaults of molten salt.

  Each night as the sun set, the grid began to draw off the stores of energy waiting in its daily reserve chambers. In mid-October, this superheated mixture routinely produced more than enough steam to turn generators through the night without a chance of tapping into the surplus stores. In fact, the salt caverns could likely have kept the turbines churning for weeks. Power had become an endless commodity; no more a concern than air to breathe. Few knew of the immense infrastructure and constant maintenance behind the light switch or microwave; few grasped the fragility of the stability they had come to take for granted. Mayor Dreg knew about it. Timothy Hale understood far better than most. And Scofield was aware at least that he was a part of something much greater and more complex than he fully comprehended. The first man took comfort in knowing he was in control of the balance; the second man lost sleep thinking about each and every transmission wire and transistor. The third didn’t much give a damn about any of it—Scofield’s job was to keep it all running and his job description kept him far from the rest of it; kept him out on the land where not a single electrical circuit could be closed without the risk of a catastrophe. It was a beautiful trade, for it kept him away from the great All of It.
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  A week and a day later found Wilton Kretch back out in the field doing what he did best: tracking down leeches. He had a preternatural knack for finding them. His eyes were fantastically sharp, the rods and cones aligned so perfectly that he saw subtle contrasts, colors, and details where others saw only sand. Many times each year an outrider would trot past a stretch of QV pillars only to have Kretch patrol the same area later and come up with tap lines or the leeches themselves.

  For his skills, Kretch was respected; for his demeanor he was almost universally, if privately, despised. He sensed this and often opted to work alone. It didn’t much bother Kretch to be disliked—he assumed the others were jealous of him. This may have been true with some of his comrades, but it was only one factor of his reputation, and far from the decisive one at that. Wilton Kretch had an itch on his right index finger that no trigger could amply scratch. He had killed three men that year, the same number as had been shot by all the other fifty-odd outriders combined. And he had put lead into two other leeches as well. Both had survived, but one would never walk again.

  Wilton Kretch was a heavy drinker and his inclination for violence grew with inverse proportion to his shortening temper when he was full of whiskey. Many a man and even a handful of women bore scars on their cheeks or crooked noses from a perceived slight against him. Deep down Wilton was and always had been a coward, but his assumed persona had so obscured this fact from the exterior world that even internally his fears had withdrawn from his consciousness, residing only in the shadows of the id. Perhaps Kretch’s propensity to shoot first or start punching at the smallest infraction came from his deep-seated terror of injury or embarrassment. It was far simpler to be feared and loathed than to be perceived as even a bit vulnerable.

  The sun had set not long ago, and true night was taking over. For years Kretch had feared riding through the desert alone at night. But time and self-denial had tempered this sensation, and now he traversed the darkened plains with confidence if not with ease. He kept a monologue running constantly in his head: Alright you sonsabitches . . . you fuckin’ shitkickers . . . ol’ Kretch is here . . . c’mon on out and make it easy. . . . Goddamn cold tonight . . . goddamn dark and cold . . . just me n’ Shady and all these motherfuckers . . . fine by me . . . just fine by me . . . and so on it went. Hour upon hour Kretch muttered to himself as if another person were listening. Effectively enough another person was listening: a sickly child abandoned long ago by a mother who called her boy Willy.

  His keen eyes did little for him at night, and Kretch seldom dismounted to scout around the base of the pillars as outriders were instructed to do. He preferred to maintain a leisurely trot at a good distance from the arrays and let himself believe he was doing his job. Three times on this penultimate night of October the outrider crossed buried tap lines. Two had been set by a leech that had bunked down atop a nearby dune and who, soundly sleeping, was unaware that he was ever in danger. The third tap line led to a freshly planted hook up.

  Even in the gloaming, Kretch easily would have seen the large, bright eyes watching him had he so much as glanced toward the sunfield at the right time. Wilton rode slowly, eyes on Shady’s mane, as he passed within thirty feet of the terrified young man. As the light faded the leech had worked feverishly securing his rig to a pillar, and he had just begun scooping sand over it when Shady let out a random whinny.

  Too terrified even to crawl behind the QV pillar, the youth was lying prone on the cold sand, eyes foolishly locked onto Kretch. Foolishly, for on this night with only thin clouds between the stars and waxing crescent moon, the whites of his eyes shone clearly in the dark. He was perfectly still for a solid ten minutes after the crunch of the horse’s hooves had faded. Then, with trembling hands, he finished covering his hookup, carefully smoothed the sand over the tap line, and then padded off toward the dune where his father slept.

  Soon Kretch reached the end of his route. Every third mile, a thin filament was suspended between the pillars, pulsing with the same chemical blue as the glowline. On a given assignment, each outrider was sent to one of the three-mile-long by two-mile-deep grids marked by these softly glowing cords. The standard time in the field was two weeks, the schedule altered only by Round Up or by rare extenuating circumstances such as illness or a shooting incident. Whenever an outrider used his weapon—or, more accurately, when his lead found its mark—he was obliged to head back to an outpost and debrief. Kretch had debriefed about a shooting three times that year, and only one of those had been about a fatality. Everyone knew about the other two leeches he had killed, but no one gave much of a damn. It was so much simpler just not to ask.

  The young leech, now scrambling up a dune to his camp, had no idea that the outrider who had so nearly seen him was the same man who had put a bullet through his slumbering father’s lung two years ago. Kretch hadn’t so much as dismounted; he’d come upon a middle-aged man tinkering with a hook-up in the shade of a QV array, quietly slid his rifle from the saddle bag, aimed, and fired.

  When Wilton had approached the man, who was writhing in agony on the ground, he had every intention of finishing the job. But the poor bastard’s tears of suffering and his pitiful stammering—about a son and all the usual bullshit—had been enough to stay the outrider’s hand. He had spat on the sand next to the leech and told him that if he ever returned to the sunfield, his death would be summary. The growing patch of crimson on the man’s chest and his gasping breaths had suggested it was rhetorical anyway.

  Kretch stared at the glowing blue filament for a moment longer, and then gave a gentle tug on Shady’s reins, turning the horse ninety degrees to the right. The pair set off across the interior of the sunfield. Every now and then Wilton looked around random pillars and scanned the ground for tap lines or hideouts, but mostly he kept his eyes forward and down, muttering to himself. Cold tonight, Shady. Ain’t gonna be much warmer tomorrow, neither. Gotta watch these fuckers, y’know? Gotta run ’em hard and fast all day. Just you’n me . . .

  It was the first Monday of November. Mayor Franklin Dreg was in a fine mood as he sauntered through the lobby of the executive building wearing a beige suit with impossibly wide lapels and a smile to match. Without glancing at a single person’s face Franklin called out boisterous greetings: “Hello! Good morning to all, hello! Monday again! Hello all!”

  The receptionists and security personnel murmured replies; the old janitor, trailing her IV tower and shuffling about in orthopedic shoes, was the only one to respond in a full voice, saying “Good morning, Mayor!” Her bright smile was lost on Dreg, who was already boarding an elevator and jabbering into his phone. The elderly woman’s smile faded back into the innumerable lines of her face. She cast her eyes downward and got back to work on the scuff marks marring the marble floor.

  The elevator’s doors closed behind Dreg and it began its race up fifty floors. Whenever he or Timothy Hale was aboard, the lifts would go directly to whatever floor was requested, overriding all other stops. The gold chevron pin Hale kept on his lapel and Dreg usually had loose in some pocket did more than display status: their small transistors literally opened doors—or, in this case, kept them closed.

  The Mayor tossed wide the doors to Timothy Hale’s office—a decently large room in its own right, but sparsely decorated at Hale’s request—and warmly greeted his secretary and confidant. “Morning, Timothy! How’s my city today?”

  It was just before eleven o’clock and Hale had been in the office for more than four hours already. His face showed the strain of a sleepless night and stress-filled morning. Hale rose to greet Dreg and attempted a bright and energetic reply, but even as he opened his mouth to speak The Mayor raised a hand to silence him.

  “Don’t bother with the pleasantries, Mr. Hale. Something’s wrong here, isn’t it?” Dreg stripped off his suit jacket while continuing. “Very wrong, based on how shitty you look. It never gets easier, hmm?” Hale sank back down into his chair and wheeled to face the wall, glancing out the window behind him at the cloudy day.

  “I figured it had to be the math. My math somehow . . . I’ve run the numbers a dozen times. Frank, we’re losing power. Have been for a week. Lots of power.”

  Dreg settled into one of the two chairs across from Hale and unbuttoned his vest, letting his paunch out into the room. He put his hands on his knees and leaned forward.

  “Just shoot me straight.”

  “For the past week, the grid has been bleeding between thirty-five and forty-five million kilowatts every night.” Hale turned back to face The Mayor. “One night we almost hit fifty.”

  “Christ, that’s a lot of juice!” Dreg slammed a fist down on one thigh, his other palm pressed to his forehead. “Fifty million! How is that even possible?”

  “Either a major malfunction . . .” Hale trailed off as Dreg lowered his hand and looked up at him. Timothy raised his palms as if to indicate he was just the messenger.

  “Have you talked to anyone else?”

  “Of course. I’ve talked to everyone—don’t worry, all I did was listen, no one knows anything. That’s what kept me up all night . . . none of the grids have reported anything but the standard fluctuations. As far as everyone knows it was a boring, stable week.”

  Dreg furrowed his brow. “So the problem is somewhere in supply.”

  Hale nodded slowly, intertwining his fingers and resting the nails of both thumbs against his lips. “Somewhere in the salt caverns or else in the field.”

  “What’s your gut, Tim?”

  “My gut says it’s in the field. We’ve been dipping into the reserves every night so it seems to me that the standard stores are under-heated.”

  Dreg rose and began pacing, his slacks swishing noisily as each thick leg rubbed against the other. His expression was dark; brows furrowed. The two men were silent for more than a minute, Hale lost in reverie while Dreg grew angrier by the second. When The Mayor next spoke it was in a loud bark. Hale jumped a bit and was relieved Dreg’s back was to him.

  “And not one of the damn engineers or the computers or the fucking line jockeys caught this until now! How many millions of my dollars were wasted? Goddamn them all!” Both of Dreg’s hands curled into large, meaty fists and he trembled with rage. His wormy lips curled into a sneer, spittle collecting at the corners of his mouth. As it usually did, the fit passed quickly and The Mayor took in a long, slow breath.

  “What would I do without you, Mr. Hale?”

  The secretary shrugged and forced a smile, then looked away. “Worry less, I sometimes think. It seems I’m always the one to stumble onto the bad news.”

  “Stumble? Hell! You’re a keen son of a bitch. You’re my tiger out there prowling! You’re my boots on the ground. My man! Without you I’d have to wipe every ass in this city, no less worry about the power and all the rest of it.”

  Hale mumbled, “Well, thank you, sir,” but was internally insulted by his boss’s words. His tiger? His boots? His man? He, for all intents and purposes, was the executor of the whole of New Las Vegas! Dreg merely waltzed into the office when he felt like doing so and shuffled documents around for a few hours. It was Hale who found the problems; Hale who fixed them. And this, the secretary general was sure, would be no exception. He made up his mind to put The Mayor at ease then deal with the issue on his own time, in his own way.

  “Listen, Frank—I’ve got this. The worst case scenario is that we have a few pillars down or one of the main transmission beacons failed. You have a speech to give at the Chamber of Commerce this afternoon, gotta make them feel like we listened to their proposal for decentralizing some of the programs we . . .” Hale trailed off as Dreg smiled and pumped his fist above his crotch. He started up again, saying: “Fine, I’ll handle drafting that speech, but you need to prepare to head to Boston in the morning.”

  “Boston! Christ, that’s right! When do I leave?”

  “In the morning,” Hale said flatly, quickly adding: “Tomorrow, sir, at eleven.”

  “Tomorrow! That’s right. . . . Right, Tuesday . . . .” Already Dreg was focused on other affairs. The gravity of the power loss situation at hand had totally escaped the portly man as he turned to a mirror and brushed one of his eyebrows into shape. Hale sighed. Had damage to the system been the culprit of so massive a loss of electricity, it would surely have been reported by now, regardless of the standard IQ of the minimum wage workers who tended to the city’s infrastructure. If it was a problem in any individual grid he’d have heard about it long before his three dozen outgoing phone calls that morning.

  Thus the problem had to be in the fields. And that was the worst kind of problem to have: on this scale it meant a disastrous equipment failure, an act of sabotage, or worse. Timothy Hale didn’t allow that last possibility to fully take root in his mind. He rose and followed Mayor Dreg to the inner office, resolved to deal with the more mundane affairs of the day before returning to the mess at hand in private.

  The old woman tossed and turned on her threadbare cot. The thin mattress scratched at her papery skin through gaping holes in the worn cotton sheets. The pains had just begun in her fingertips and toes and she knew a searing headache was not far off. In vain she tried to fall back to sleep. Late afternoon sun streamed through the solitary window of her one room home, painting the insides of her eyelids red. Coughing, she curled into fetal position, her head with its straggly white hair hanging over the side of the metal bed frame.

  Extra blood coursed into her head but it was no use—the pulsing pain was already beginning as her brain thirsted for hydration. Relenting, she cursed and began the laborious process of getting out of bed. Every joint creaked in protest; every muscle groaned with reproach. It took the septuagenarian more than a full minute to go from curled to extended to shakily sitting up with her feet on the cold linoleum. Finally she stood, one hand pressed against the cracked plaster wall, the other reaching towards the bag of diluted saline mixture suspended from a wheeled stand.

  Her hand trembling, the old woman slid the case off easily the three thousandth needle of her life and affixed its backside to the tube hanging from the saline bag. She slid the needle’s tip into the permanent port just below her left elbow and turned a small valve on the IV tree. It would be approximately three minutes before she felt any relief from her chronic dehydration, and while motion—any motion, even a slow, pathetic shuffling walk back and forth around the tiny room—would speed this relief, the old woman couldn’t muster the effort, and she sat back down on the cot to wait.

  The only other furnishings in her little cell were a large armoire, a wooden chair, a dirty sink, and a mirror she tried to avoid. The commode and shower were in a separate room, barely large enough to turn around in. Her home was a half hour’s commute from the buildings of Government Center which she cleaned daily, and a whole world apart from the life she envisioned living.

  After a while, the throbbing in her fingers subsided and the ancient janitor began to fidget with the knot holding up her dark blue trousers. When the pain left her feet, she rose again and stepped in front of the mirror. Tired, broken eyes stared back at a woman who had once been pretty—almost striking—and vigorous. She sighed as she took note of every liver spot, every wrinkle . . . her gnarled hands . . . the sallow skin. The old woman’s interior matched her exterior to a tee: her arteries were lined with plaque, her stomach was an ulcerous mess, and her kidneys had shrunk into knotted lumps, thus the IV and the drainage bag she would need within the half hour. Her eyes drifted away from the mirror and she let out a very long sigh.
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  Scofield took a long pull of cool water from his canteen. He refilled it up to the brim from the spigot on the side of his hut, and then screwed the cap tight and set the canteen down beside the two water sacks. Reese’s feed bags were full. He’d oiled the saddle and bridle and stirrups and even all the straps for good measure; he’d be out for over three weeks this time. While satellite outposts were never more than an hour’s ride from any point in the sunfield, Scofield preferred to spend some time preparing alone at his home before each assignment to help minimize visits to posts; minimize contact with others.

  He’d be meeting Kretch in six days to patrol the farthest perimeters and he figured he could haul enough chow and water to remain entirely alone until they linked up. The outrider had only been in town—as much as one could fairly call the place that—for four days, but already he felt stifled by society, worn down by it. He’d gone to the saloon the first two nights of his time off. The first night he’d spent nursing a warm beer and turning a cold shoulder. Scofield had merely wanted a couple hot meals prepared by someone else, and during the first evening he’d been left blissfully alone. The second night had been different.

  That second night there were whores out in force, and his total indifference to their overtures had only made him more of a target. During the hour he’d spent hunched over a corner of the bar no fewer than four women had approached him. Their solicitations always began saccharine sweet, soon turned to direct appeals for guiltless sex, and ended with a mix of mockery and confusion. It was strange, Scofield thought, as he shook the sand from his wool socks before sliding on his boots, that a hooker could be so affected by rejection. Take any good, chaste woman and all she wanted was to be either left alone or approached with the most patient, delicate courtship. But with these whores here in the post, anything less than an immediate fuck or a drunken slap was seen as some sort of breach in etiquette.

  Scofield wasn’t sure what was worse: the confused contempt of the women or the silent eyes of the other outriders. Scofield was well respected by those who knew him, mildly disdained by those who didn’t, and something of a mystery to both. The respect and mystery were both well founded: he was damn good at his work, he hardly ever talked, and he certainly never opened up when he did. The disdain was borne of misunderstanding—others perceived the man as constantly judging them, whereas in reality he just didn’t give a good goddamn about most people. It was neither like nor dislike, he just didn’t care to know. Scofield had spent his second evening “in the light” drinking much more than suited him just to pass the time as he waited for and then ate a hot meal.
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