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      The walls of Wicker City were every bit as vile as the lifestyle within. Funny, then, that Elena so longed to be back in the city—a testament to how much worse it was outside.

      Elena’s eyes took in those walls, hating their twisted, rusty metal and all they stood for. Some areas were the backs of stone buildings, the rest of which had been long ago otherwise been blown to bits. Other sections of the walls were made of scrap metal, barricades and parts of old tanks turned on their sides. The closest gate, never opened these days, was a massive door that had long ago been sealed. Leaving the city simply wasn’t done anymore. Entering, even less so.

      Elena’s journey back to this spot hadn’t been an easy one, but there she was, the lost daughter of Wicker City returned. Exile can drive one to desperate measures, but near starvation and numerous kill-or-be-killed fights for survival can lead to even worse.

      Hope for a better life and a hunger for answers brought her back.

      Many years had passed since she had arrived at the city with her parents. Not a day had gone by since without her remembering those early years. Shivering not only from the cold of the world outside those walls, but from thoughts of wondering who she was and where she had come from.

      In the Elsewhere, she had done things she wasn’t proud of in the name of survival. If she was her father’s daughter, was cruelty something she could escape? She had asked herself that same question every moment along her path until returning on this day. Over time, however, she had wondered about such thoughts. She had been a young teen when she left. Maybe her view of him was harsh? Maybe he had simply been looking out for his family in the only way he knew how.

      Looking up at those walls, she could see how someone would go to extremes to both get in and, once inside, find a foothold. Everyone knew the walls of Wicker City were impenetrable. That entering was impossible. Still, she had made her way back and been with a local encampment outside the city for almost a year now, hoping to find a way.

      On yet another murky day of surviving in this encampment, she was selling what scavenged goods she could to Big Jodie. Haggling with the woman never went well, because she knew the type she dealt with—those desperate to stay near the city in hopes of one day finding a way in. That meant they wouldn’t travel far to find other buyers.

      Elena turned to pocket her coins and head off to find a bite to eat, but she turned back to look at Big Jodie for a moment and froze, eyes focused on a face she knew from her past. A little girl, standing with Big Jodie now. The large woman nodded, then pointed Elena’s way.

      Elena had known this girl when she was with the group known as the Sisters of the Wind. Many of Elena’s better memories from her time in the city were from when she was with the Sisters, though that only lasted briefly. The Sisters were a group of mostly young girls who lived on the streets of Wicker City. Over the years, they had started to work together, forming a bond to enable their survival. The girl had been young when Elena had been with them, only six maybe, but already quite clever when it came to snatching bread and other essentials.

      She couldn’t remember the girl’s name off the top of her head, but she knew their meeting could be the key to returning within the city walls.

      “A flower of some sort,” Elena said, approaching the girl. “What are you doing outside the city walls, little flower?”

      “It’s Lilly,” the girl said, standing tall and eyeing Elena. This girl had to be eleven, maybe twelve. Already showing the signs of becoming a woman, along with a hardness in her eyes that came with living in a place like the city. Not that anywhere else was any better. She wore her platinum blonde hair in two pigtails, a light line of freckles crossing her nose from one cheek to the other. Her skirt and layers of shirts were tattered old black and plaid. Recognition slowly showed on her face. “You...? You’re her, aren’t you?”

      At her side, Big Jodie grunted and walked off.

      Elena gave her a mock bow. “Elena.”

      “Come.” Lilly gave her a simple nod and turned to lead the way. “You’re needed.”

      Apparently, the girl was there looking for her. After a glance Big Jodie’s way in the hopes of her knowing what this was about, Elena followed. She knew enough about the Sisters of the Wind to understand that when one of them shows up outside the city walls, you do as she asks. Following Lilly down to the edge of an embankment, she found an answer, but it was the last thing she would have expected.

      It was her mother.

      That same mother who she was told had died years ago. She sat there, propped up against an old, gray couch cushion on the ground. Her face was beaten, her hands gripping desperately at what must have been bullet wounds, judging by the red drenching her shirt and overcoat.

      “Mother?” Elena knelt at her side, hands reaching but then pulling back, unsure what to do here.

      “They told me… you were dead,” her mother replied. “You…” She took a gasping breath, then coughed up blood, eyes going distant as she reclined, head on the cushion.

      “What is this?” Elena looked to Lilly desperately, but the girl had turned, looking out at the horizon. Turning back to her mother, Elena finally removed her coat, pressing it against the wounds with pressure. “Mother, tell me who did this.”

      “It was…” Her mother struggled to speak, spasmed softly, and then got out one more word, “…him.”

      That was it. Those simple words, and then she stopped moving, stopped spasming. She was dead.

      Elena held her mother’s body, staring at it in confusion. What had she meant? For years Elena had dreamed of returning to finally get her answers, to have her revenge, but she had been a nobody.

      Now, old enough to think clearly and come up with a plan, she had learned everything she knew about life had been a lie. Everything that mattered, at least.

      And the unfortunate truth about the situation was that there was only one ‘him’ she could even start to think her mother had meant. The man her father and his boss Sabin had been going up against all those years ago in her father’s power play. The one they called Peter.

      She would find a way into the city, get an audience with that man, and ask him to his face. But everything had likely changed within those walls since she had last been there, so first she would have to learn the lay of the land.

      Eyeing Lilly, she licked her lips, knowing this girl was her ticket in.

      The girl noticed Elena’s gaze on her, and said, “Talk… there’s talk of a city out there. One with working electricity at all times. Where…” She stopped, then laughed. “Well, you’ve been outside of the walls for years now, right? You know of such a city?”

      For a moment she wondered how Lilly could see her mother lying there like this and think of anything else. But no, Lilly was a child of the city. Death was nothing new to her. Another part of a normal day.

      “I don’t.” Elena turned from her back to the form of her dead mother. Someone had lied to her. She had only been a teenager, and they had told her that her parents were killed. But here was her mother, actually dead. All those years… it had been a lie. Just like the city Lilly asked about was a lie. “Lilly. I want you to take me into the city.”

      “Of course you do. When one of the Sisters came out for supplies, you were spotted. We told her, knowing how much she missed you, how she had searched.”

      “She… did?”

      “Of course. And she insisted we come for you, to take you back. I only assume you will still be coming, in spite of… this.”

      “Can you tell me what happened?”

      Lilly considered, then shrugged. “Someone shot at us. Her, specifically. But we made it.”

      Elena frowned. “Made it?” That was debatable. They had found her, yes, but her mother was dead. A shudder went through Elena, and she bowed her head. No tears came—she had already shed too many tears for her parents’ death. Now, it was a cold, hollow sorrow in her chest.

      “I need to find answers,” Elena said, rising. “If you came from the city, I trust you know a way back in?”

      Lilly nodded. “The Sisters of the Wind know many things.” It wasn’t a foregone conclusion. Leaving the city wasn’t difficult, but returning without a warlord’s permission was supposedly impossible. This girl, however, knew how to get things done. She motioned for Elena to stay close and follow her.

      “But my mother…” She considered what to do with the body, but realized she had no answers. She turned to see Big Jodie and asked for a moment. Running back over, she confirmed that the woman would handle burial. While Elena would have preferred to have been there for it, she had said her farewell.

      It was time for action.

      She returned to Lilly, who nodded and led her away from the encampment. Elena eyed the city walls again, a dread coming over her at the ghastly sight. For the longest time, she had convinced herself she was glad to put Wicker City behind her. Focused on the negatives, such as the backstabbing and politics. No matter how hard she tried to twist it, though, outside was always worse.

      As vividly as if it had been yesterday, she remembered that one cruel night not long after she and her parents had entered the city. They’d been hiding in a room on the outskirts, near the walls.

      Then the attackers had come. “Go,” her father had hissed, and Elena had run, one step ahead of them as they retreated to the back room, her hiding under the bed. Two men had stormed in, shouting as they waved machetes above their heads. Elena had found a spot under the bed, gripping her hands together as if in prayer, but eyes peeled in horror. She knew this scene from stories, watching and dreading the moment when her father’s face would appear before her eyes, head decapitated from his body.

      “You’re Sabin’s lackey, now?” one of the attackers had shouted at her father, lowering his blade to point it at his throat. “More men for his army. No, I say one more corpse for the sewers.”

      They had attacked. They had fallen. Her father was a large man, but deceivingly quick. As the one who had spoken tried to attack, Elena had watched her father close the distance between the two. He had caught the man with an elbow to the throat, and then disarmed him to take the machete for himself. Next, her father spun and drew a pistol, blowing a chunk from the second attacker’s face before burying the machete into the first man’s skull.

      He dropped the blade, sent another shot into this man, then turned back to deliver a second to the other. Both corpses fell into pools of their own blood. Dead eyes stared at Elena hiding under that bed all those years ago, but neither set belonged to her father.

      Finally, he had knelt, reached out a hand, and helped her to stand. Her stomach was churning, bile sour in her mouth, and the sight of blood had made her almost faint, blotches of light appearing at the edges of her vision.

      But her father had put a hand on her shoulder, pointing her to the bodies. “This is how we make it. Look and see the price. Do you understand?”

      She hadn’t. Not really. Later she had looked back on that moment and considered that it was likely to have been a setup. Her family had been bait, set up by one of the city’s warlords—the man called Sabin. The fact that her father had let that happen while she was in the house? One of many reasons she had screamed at him, telling him that she never wanted to see his face again.

      Then had come the news that both he and her mother were dead. Her dad’s friend Thomas had come for her in the night, told her the horrible news, and got her out of the city. It wasn’t an official exile, but once she left the walls of the city, it might as well have been.

      What followed was a stark reminder of what it was like for children on the outside. For every tear shed within the city walls, outside saw a thousand. More bloodshed, more shit that life threw at you from every direction. For years she had simply tried to survive, but a new discovery had led her back to this encampment, where she had been now for over a year, hoping to find a way in. Having a bit of the treasure referred to as New Gold meant she could better work the system, increase her chance of survival, and find the answers she craved.

      She never would have dreamed that her mother was still alive, or that her real death would be what brought her the chance to reenter the city. And if her mother had been alive all this time, what did that say of her dad? Elena found herself imagining him trapped in some warlord’s prison, tortured and on the edge of death. Was it odd that she found herself not caring so much? He had proven himself to be a real son of a bitch more than once. Maybe he really was dead, she didn’t know. That would be one of several answers she determined to find in the city.

      It was time to see if the Sisters of the Wind still had the pull they once had. It was time to find a way back into the city, to earn her place and make a difference. To find answers, and this time, have her justice.

      Lilly paused in the shadow of a tree, turning to eye Elena. “The price—”

      “Price?”

      “You were one of the Sisters of the Wind, once.” Lilly offered her a smile. Almost warm and friendly, but slightly twisted. “All we ask is that you consider this. We help you out, you help us out when the opportunity arises.”

      Elena nodded, slowly, then glanced around the land to say her farewells. In the years since leaving the walls she had been a nomad, chasing myths of a paradise beyond. Every turn had led to more danger, more terror, and more grief. Eventually, she had ended up back here more out of a lack of anywhere else to go. At least the worst of the crazies tended to stay farther away from the walls. And here she had known that if someone ever found a way back in, she could take it.

      This was her way. And now her drive was intensified by the need to know why she had been lied to about her mother’s death.

      She agreed to Lilly’s terms, then followed the girl, anxious to see what had changed in that God-forsaken land. Ready to find her answers.
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      Kevin walked into the Rusty Crow, his head held high but a hood pulled low over his dark eyes. In the long shadows cast by the candlelight, he knew it would be impossible for anyone to recognize him. That was as he wanted it. For now.

      The Rusty Crow was a shady establishment, even for Wicker City. To call the place a bar was generous, and perhaps a slight to the drinking establishments of yesteryear. This was little more than a cellar. The floor was hard-packed dirt, and the walls were rough-hewn rock. It was the kind of place people would go only if they wanted to gather away from prying eyes and talk away from listening ears.

      Kevin shuffled up to the barkeep, hunching over to hide his tall frame, doing his best to ignore the musty, earthen smell that filled his nose. He ordered a glass of corn liquor and a bowl of bone broth soup. The barkeep scooped out both liquids with the same rusty ladle. Then he pushed them across the bar. Kevin took his drink and his food to a table in the corner and sat down, his back to the wall.

      There were three other occupied tables, each with five men around them. Kevin couldn’t hear what they were saying, but he didn’t need to. He knew. They’d be talking about how things would be different in Wicker City when they were in charge. How they’d rule when they held the keys.

      The man called Hale raised a hand and let out a grunt. He had a nasty scar over one eye and his shoulders were malformed, the left a little higher than the right. Still, he was big and he wore a hard expression. It wasn’t difficult to see why he led this gang.

      “Tommy!” Hale called, sending a spray of spittle across the table. “Move your ass, boy!”

      Kevin had time to spoon some soup into his mouth before a thirteen-year-old boy came running out of the back, carrying a cup. He hurried over, placing it in front of Hale.

      Hale swatted the boy on the back of the head. The boy flinched but said nothing.

      “What did I tell you? You hear my voice, you best be at my side before I finish my sentence. Got it?”

      The boy nodded, smart enough not to respond verbally and potentially say something that might further piss off the big man. Hale stared at him for a moment, then gave him a dismissive gesture. The boy took off, disappearing into the back of the pub.

      Kevin had seen enough. He reached up and lowered his hood, revealing a clean-shaved head and a face marked with half-a-dozen old scars. He shrugged off his cloak, revealing a plain brown shirt a few shades darker than his pants. It was nothing fancy, but by Wicker City standards he’d be considered well dressed.

      It only took two minutes before someone glanced over and recognized him. The man elbowed his buddy and whispered something. That guy ran over and leaned close to Hale’s ear.

      Hale looked at Kevin, his eyes doubtful at first. The skepticism quickly melted away, replaced by a smile. Hale got up and sauntered over to Kevin. Four of his men followed.

      Hale put his drink down on Kevin’s table and leaned over, looking him in the eyes. “I know who you are.”

      Kevin took another bite of soup.

      “Question is, do you know who I am?” Hale let the question hang in the air, waiting expectantly.

      “I do,” Kevin said. “You’re Hale. The wannabe warlord who’s been making all sorts of noise about trying to take the keys from Sabin.” He looked around at the others. “I assume the rest of these guys are your pathetic excuse for a crew.”

      The smile disappeared from Hale’s face. He reached into his belt and pulled out a pistol. He held it by his side, ready, but not pointed at Kevin. “So what’s Sabin’s number two—the number two guy in the whole damn city—doing in a place like this?”

      “What’s it look like I’m doing?” Kevin ate another bite of soup.

      Every man in the bar, with the exception of the boy and the barkeep, were gathered around Kevin now. There was a gun in every man’s hand.

      Hale shook his head and let out a soft chuckle. “You’ve done us a great favor today. See, we didn’t have any real leverage against Sabin. Now? We got his number two guy. What do you suppose he’d be willing to trade for your life?”

      Kevin pushed the soup bowl away. He’d had enough. He looked Hale in the eyes, meeting the man’s angry gaze with a look of pure ice.

      “This is a good illustration of why you and your crew aren’t really a threat to Sabin. You have a fundamental misunderstanding about how this all works.”

      Hale blinked hard. “What are you talking about?”

      “There’s only one unforgivable sin in Wicker City, and that’s weakness.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “No, you don’t. You want to know what Sabin would trade for my life? Absolutely nothing. Because negotiating with a pile of day-old shit like you is beneath him. It would be weak.”

      Hale looked back at the others, making sure they were hearing the audacity of this guy, too. He turned back to Kevin. “So what you’re saying is we might as well shoot you dead now.”

      Kevin shook his head. “You’re still not getting it. Letting his second-in-command be killed? That would be weak, too. You kill me, Sabin’s going to have to burn you to the ground. No choice. He’ll kill you. Your families. If you have a girl, he’ll kill her and her family too. Because he can’t look weak.”

      He paused, making sure his words were having their intended effect. Then he continued.

      “That’s what I came down here to tell you, Hale. Sabin is not weak. Something to think about before you go around talking about how you’re going to take him down.”

      Hale’s lips curled back in a snarl. “I’ll never understand it. How you and Sabin took this city. It should have been Peter.”

      “Peter handed his keys to Sabin three years ago. He’s loyal to Sabin now. Get over it.”

      Hale raised his gun, leveling it at Kevin. “You know what, man? Fuck you. I’m thinking you’re all talk, just like your boss. I’m going to send Sabin a message tonight.”

      Kevin kept his gaze locked on Hale, not moving an inch. “Sure you want to do that?”

      The rest of Hale’s men had their weapons raised and pointed at Kevin. It wasn’t the most guns he’d had pointed at him at one time, but it was damn close.

      Hale nodded. “Yeah, I am. What else did you expect coming in here all alone?”

      Kevin tilted his head in mock surprise. “Oh, you thought I was alone?”

      As one, Hale and his men turned and saw Tommy standing behind Hale, a pistol pointed at the big man’s head.

      “Boy? What the hell? You work for me!” Hale’s face was red with fury.

      “I worked for him first,” the boy said.

      Kevin drew his gun with his right hand. At the same moment, he passed his left hand over Hale’s cup. By the time Hale looked back, Kevin had the weapon pointed at his chest.

      “I told you why I came here tonight. I had a message, and that message has been delivered.”

      “So what happens now?” Hale asked, a slight tremble in his voice.

      “That’s your call. Either we both die, or neither of us do.”

      Hale was silent for a long moment. Then he lowered his weapon.

      Kevin smiled and did the same. “Good. Perhaps we’ll be facing each other in battle next week or next month, but for now I say we share a drink as friends.”

      Hale hesitated, then nodded.

      Kevin grabbed his cup and knocked back the corn liquor in a single go. He knew Hale would do the same, not wanting to make it look like Kevin could out-drink him. The two men set down their empty cups, and Kevin stood up from the table.

      “Hale, it’s been a pleasure.” He nodded to the boy. “Let’s go, Young Tom.”

      The man and the boy walked out of the pub and onto the streets of Wicker City without looking back.

      “I hate how they called me Tommy,” the boy said.

      Kevin chuckled and clapped him on the back. The boy’s dad had been a close friend of Kevin’s, and he’d gone by the name Thomas Young, so of course everyone in Sabin’s crew called the boy Young Tom. “You did well.”

      They walked the streets in silence for a while. A light rain was falling, and the broken concrete was slick under their feet.

      Once, Chicago had been a sprawling city, but all that remained of it was one neighborhood, protected from the Elsewhere by makeshift walls. They passed near the west gate. Like all but one of the city’s gates it was mostly symbolic now, having long ago been welded shut, but its key still held symbolic power. The person in Wicker City who held the keys to the gates held the power. And that person was Sabin.

      When they were almost back to Sabin’s place, Young Tom looked up at Kevin. “I don’t understand why we did any of that. I mean, it’s not like Hale’s crew was any real threat to Sabin. Fifteen guys? Come on. They wouldn’t have gotten within three blocks of us.”

      “It’s not what they could do,” Kevin replied. “It’s what they said they could do. You can’t let guys go around talking like that, even if they can’t follow through.”

      “Yeah, but why you? Why not just send a bunch of low-level guys to kick their asses?”

      Kevin stopped and looked Young Tom in the eyes. “Because every man in that bar is going to remember that I was there. That I walked into their place, outnumbered fifteen to one, and I wasn’t afraid. And when Hale dies in agony from the strychnine I put in his drink, every one of them is going to remember who put it there. And they’ll think twice before they talk about taking the keys from Sabin again, even among themselves. They’ll understand the cost.”

      Young Tom stared at him for a long moment. Then nodded. “Okay. I get it.”

      “Good. Then let’s go inside. We’ve got a city to run.”
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      Following Lilly away from the city walls had been confusing at first, but when they came upon a tunnel, it made sense. Or at least, so Elena thought. Lilly moved aside a series of old, dead blackberry bushes, followed by a concealed wooden panel, and worked her way down into the darkness.

      “The tunnel leads back in?”

      Lilly glanced back, shook her head, then disappeared within. Her voice carried back up. “Not exactly.”

      Elena frowned, but followed.

      “Cover up on your way down,” Lilly said, her voice even farther along now.

      Already having started to descend through the tunnel, Elena had to pop back up and pull the bushes back over the panel. She paused to look out at the settlement and the rest of the outside world, realizing she wasn’t going to miss it all in the slightest. She spat in disgust, but as she pulled the wooden panel over herself and ducked into the dark passage, she felt a pang of regret. Years outside the walls had shown her some of the deepest, darkest secrets mankind had locked away. It had also shown her that there was innocence and purity, if only the harshness of the world would let it blossom.

      One child in particular held her memory as she tried to ignore the damp earth, crawling along with the light glowing dimly ahead. A small boy who had wanted nothing more than to raise a puppy he had found. His single father had tried to accommodate him, shelter him from the harsh realities of the world after the fall of America—and she presumed beyond. The man had been sweet, for a few days taking in Elena and almost convincing her she could find good people in this world still.

      Maybe she could? The only problem was that they didn’t last. Just like when a group of Diluted—a term used to refer to those who had both mutated and gone insane with the changes in the world—came through with their hunting dogs, shouting about how the puppy was theirs. It was on its way to becoming one of the ferocious beasts they held in check. She had fought, even managed to take out two of the crazies before they and their dogs overran the place.

      In spite of her best attempts, the boy and his father hadn’t made it. The Diluted killed them while pinning her against a wall. She had a pretty good idea of what they intended next, but she had no intention of going easily. The closest man’s blood had tasted almost sweet as she bit at his throat, the second one letting out a shout as she stole his blade and plunged it into his eye. Sickening screams followed her even as she left it all behind, but soon she had been free of that place. Never free of the memories.

      A shake of her head cleared the thought, and she reminded herself that was one of many reasons she was back.

      “This way,” Lilly said, standing in a faint light, waiting outside of the tunnel.

      Elena emerged to find that they were on a small section of gravel near a part of the city wall where cement blocks jutted out, their old metal jagged and sharp. As much as she wanted in, she wasn’t sure climbing this was realistic. About to say so, her eyes darted first to Lilly, and then moving to the water nearby.

      Lake Michigan—or the Mish, as the locals now called it—had risen right up to the area that had become the eastern walls, already barricades long before Elena was born. Rumor had it the rise of the water had taken out an old part of Chicago, basically everything east of the North Branch Chicago River. Said river didn’t exist anymore, though some of the buildings from the area east of it still poked up out of the water. Most were in ruins, half walls covered in vines or worn down by the water, but they were there.

      “We don’t go into the water,” Elena said, voice hoarse with the thought.

      Lilly glanced back and shrugged. “It’s the only way.”

      A heaviness fell over Elena’s chest, her breathing labored. She had heard too many stories of people who had tried to swim to get into Wicker City, figuring the eastern walls were more accessible. Stories of creatures in the water that had taken them, or worse, those who had survived long enough for the mutations. Something in that water was no good, and the idea of putting herself through that horrified Elena.

      Lilly put her hands on her hips, motioning to the walls above. “What’ll it be? I promise, this will be fast.”

      “Safe?”

      Lilly shook her head. “Nothing is.”

      True enough. If this girl was going to do it, Elena sure as hell wasn’t about to back down. She approached the water with her, looking out over the murky, almost black surface. Green shimmers in the water appeared occasionally, strange anomalies that nobody could explain but were said to have started after the Great Downfall, or the wars that had left the world changed forever. Maybe some sort of lifeform? A gas that interacted with light in a strange way? At the moment, at least, she was relieved to see no such thing.

      “Elena?” Lilly said.

      Elena nodded. “I’m ready.”

      “Wait. Before we go…” She stepped up between Elena and the wall, hand on the wall as if testing it, or communicating with whatever was within. “Inside, the city is different. More stable now, but because of power. Meaning, it’s not so wild west as it once was, but… you step on the wrong toes, that’s it. No warning—one chance.”

      “Got it.”

      “I just… had to make sure. You were a legend, once. Sometimes, your name still comes up.”

      The idea of herself as a legend was one that Elena would take some time getting used to, but she wasn’t against it. Maybe she could use that to her advantage.

      Lilly wasn’t done, apparently. “I say this to point out that you’re kind of acting like a little bitch when it comes to the water.”

      “Watch it,” Elena replied, frowning and wondering if she had misjudged the girl.

      “Not meaning any disrespect, but… my point is, don’t show that side once we’re in. They see any sign of weakness, they’ll pounce. It’s the rule within.”

      Any sign of weakness, huh? Not a new concept. Elena nodded, took a deep breath, and steeled herself. “You won’t have to worry about me.”

      “I have no doubts.”

      With that, they strode forward and into the water. Lilly reached out a hand, which Elena eyed for a split-second, then clasped it with her own. Physical contact wasn’t something she was used to these days. A connection with someone like that could only lead to pain. Maybe she starts to think of this girl as a little Sister, looks out for her and defends her, only to see the girl’s skull cracked open one day? Not interested. But this was clearly nothing like that. The girl was guiding her, so they continued on like that.

      A moment later they were in the water, moving along the walls. Each step brought that freezing water further up her body, a mixture of chill and revulsion calling on her full discipline to not shout out or go running back the way she had come. She ducked down into it at Lilly’s insistence, hating that the sludge was all around her, knowing that it could be doing strange things to her. Holding her breath, she clutched at that girl’s hand, stumbling along the uneven ground.

      To her relief, she felt a tug and pushed herself up to fight the water off of her. At first she figured they had turned back, found some reason to give up. That had been too fast. But no, they were emerging from the water into a small air pocket. Above and ahead of them were old blocks of cement and fallen girder beams, along with more rubble and what clearly made up some of the fallen section of the old city. The wall had incorporated it, being built up with more debris piled high and held in place by any means available.

      She frowned, imagining a series of these as they worked around to a place to climb. But no, Lilly approached one of the steel beams, reached up, and lifted a rivet. It was apparently not attached, but she used it to clank three times on the beam, wait a moment, then again.

      “Name?” a voice hissed.

      “Lilly, and… I’ve brought a friend.”

      A screech of metal sounded, then a dull light shone through as the beam moved to reveal a face staring at them. “What’ya mean, ‘a friend’?”

      “What I said.” Lilly gestured to Elena. “She’s going to help us out, you understand? This is Elena… Elena Matheson.”

      Elena frowned, but nodded. She wasn’t sure she wanted people knowing her by that name. It had been some time since she had used it, always going by false identities on the outside. At one point she had been Ishila Henderson, and at another Gaila Redick. She had only been Elena to the man with his son, and even then she had made up a fake last name.

      Apparently, here in Wicker City, she couldn’t escape her true self.

      “Welcome home,” the figure said, moving back and making way for them. Lilly gestured for Elena to go first, then followed her up.

      Elena emerged into what was clearly a section of the wall. The Sisters of the Wind had always been survivors, finding areas of the city to squeeze into where others couldn’t. They set up mechanisms to know what was happening and when. Someone making a power grab? Get in with the information network of the Sisters of the Wind, and no move went unnoticed. Unfortunately for Elena’s father, said network had been part of his downfall, a defeat that led to his death and Elena’s escape from the city. One of his many power grabs had failed, and it had been yet another life-changing moment for Elena. The bastard never cared what happened to those around him, not if the gamble led to big enough rewards. It had been his own fault Red Strike had made a move against him and that the city had been his end.

      Eyeing the several passages out of there, then turning to the other girl, Elena frowned. This one couldn’t have been around all those years ago. For one, Elena didn’t recognize her. Second, she looked no older than seven.

      “Always so young,” Elena said.

      The girl’s eyes narrowed, hand going to a knife on her belt. “Old enough to slit your throat.” She grinned. “If you weren’t Elena Matheson, that is.”

      “My lucky day.”

      Lilly grunted and led the way, the younger girl giving them a nod and coming with. Apparently, she had been on watch while Lilly was out, but otherwise didn’t need to stay at the watchpoint now that she had returned.

      “How expansive is your network now?” Elena asked as they went, passing under more fallen buildings, occasionally coming across old couches, tables, and other signs of a life that had once existed here.

      “You’re an outsider now,” Lilly replied. Meaning, none of her damn business.

      “Right. Of course.” Elena kept on, having to crouch-walk through much of it. “And… the city? Can you tell me who the major warlords are these days? Anything more about what happened to my mother?”

      “The last part? We spotted you and let her know. Didn’t think it would end so badly for her, but she insisted.” Lilly glanced back, clucked her tongue. “As for warlords… Only one, now. Sabin.”

      The name stopped Elena in her tracks. Sabin… The man her father had always spoken so highly of. At times, he had been more of a father to Elena than Kevin. He had taught her much of what she knew of survival and had been there to get her back the time a certain warlord tried to claim her as his bride, quoting some old law that didn’t apply, from some country across the world. The man had mysteriously disappeared two days later, and Elena always suspected that was Sabin’s doing.

      If he was in charge these days, her chances for rising up in the city might not be as bad as she had thought. Then again, she wasn’t sure what sort of agreements he might have had to make with the other warlords to get the keys. There might still have been some around who remembered her and her father, who would have it out for her the moment she crossed their path. And some with answers about what had happened that day, long ago. Could it be possible that the man who had saved her life was still breathing? He would know the most, so she certainly hoped to find him.

      She almost dreaded asking, and it wasn’t until they reached an exit at the wall, Lilly pausing to let her know it was time, that she finally asked.

      “Thomas, my dad’s friend… He took me from the city that day.”

      “We know.” Lilly stared, but then slowly shook her head.

      “Gone?”

      “Dead.”

      Elena nodded. “I see…”

      “This is you.” Lilly stepped further out of the way. The message was clear—they would exit at a different point, so as not to give away their main base to her. The outsider. Elena found the act humorous, as she had known where the base was, and known that it never changed locations. Maybe that was different now, too, but she doubted it.

      “Much appreciated.” Elena started out.

      “Remember what we agreed on,” Lilly replied, and then they were off, glancing back more than once to ensure they weren’t followed.

      Elena gave them one more wave, then exited out into Wicker City. Heavy clouds blocked out the sun, giving it the feel of dusk in spite of it likely being not much after midday. Returning to the city brought odd memories. More so because she had only been to this part of town once or twice back then. The three red marks like claws along the wooden sticks jammed into fissures among the cement told her the Red Strikes might still be active. Their leader, a woman by the name of Ranth, had been a big fan of gelding her conquered male enemies. Sabin had never failed to speak out against her, so the idea that she could still be operating under him didn’t fit. Although, it was possible these markings were old and nobody ever bothered to come to this part of the city, hence their still being up.

      A seed of suspicion came over Elena as she wondered if Lilly had led her here as a bit of a test. It was no secret that Elena had bad blood with the Red Strikes. One of theirs had actually befriended her early on, when she was in her early teens, even tried to take her around a corner and kiss her. She thought he was trying to get in good, to form an alliance between his leader and her father. In the end, she had learned the man was using her to try and get close, leaping over a dinner table with blade in hand to assassinate her father. It hadn’t ended well for the poor boy, nor the dinner, as his guts and other insides ended up all mixed in with the mashed potatoes and basil crusted chicken.

      She quickly made her way out of there, taking a turn that in her memory led to the part of town once controlled by the Sharpened Pikes—their name self-explanatory. It wasn’t them or her old enemy that she ran into, though, but a man pressed up against a woman in an alley. He had his pants down and she had her skirt hiked up, but both wore the gray armbands with the black circle of Sabin’s Breakers. Essentially, Sabin’s ‘law enforcement’ team, having received their name from the people who’d seen their friends broken over and over by these troops. Sometimes they broke skulls, other times they simply broke wills.

      Mid-moan, eyes fluttering open, the woman saw her first. “Get the fuck off of me,” she snarled at the guy, then pushed him back and knelt, retrieving a club. Nasty thing, a rock at the end chiseled on one side into a tip. The Breaker’s preferred tool. Struggling to pull up his pants and tuck himself away, the man grabbed a club as well. Either these two liked the weapon, or they were the lower ranked Breakers who hadn’t yet earned the right to use a pistol.

      “You,” the woman demanded, adjusting her skirt and panties as she strode over, club raised high, “what the hell makes you think you can walk around these parts?”

      “She’s no local,” the man said, pointing at her with his club. “Crazy lady went for a swim. I’d say we have a Diluted in the city.”

      “We don’t allow no Diluted in here.” The woman had closed half the distance between where they had been going at it and Elena by then, so Elena knew she had to act fast.

      First of all, she considered arguing her point. Clearly that would prove she wasn’t a Diluted—they often struggled to form a coherent sentence between attempts at gouging your eyes out. That likely wouldn’t matter with these two, though. Her second idea was to run. This guy was likely exhausted based on how he’d been standing while taking care of business, but the woman looked like she was about to explode with energy.

      Fight, then?

      A glance up and to her left showed movement—one of the Sisters of the Wind. They were watching to see how she would handle this. Damn them. Well, Elena learned a thing or two on the outside. That, and she had a secret weapon—just enough New Gold to give her the extra edge she needed. Many thought it was simply a rumor that this stuff even existed, but she had followed a lead and it paid off. Not that obtaining it hadn’t come with a price, but that price was paid. In her past.

      From now on, she was looking forward. She would make her way in Wicker City, only using this boost to get her into the right circles, then rely on her own wit and knowhow.

      Hand in her pocket and quickly snapping open the plastic bag where she kept it safe from the weather, Elena took a pinch of her New Gold. She rubbed it between her fingers, instantly feeling a surge of both alertness and power in her limbs.

      Too much of the stuff would eat away at her brain, she figured. Her theory was that was how the Diluted had formed outside the walls. There had been an early period when there were others spoken of as gods, with quick minds and quicker muscles. Over time, though, they vanished and then the Diluted had appeared, roaming in packs. It made sense that this was connected, and she figured the New Gold was the key. Hence, her reservations regarding using it too fast.

      The lady was almost upon her, so she narrowed her eyes, figuring the club’s projection, and then moved with it. A quick dart forward and she was inside the strike even as the lady pulled back. Elena’s leg struck out, catching the woman’s leg and sweeping it out. Next, she caught that club mid-swing and took it, turning to plant the rounded edge into the woman’s sternum. Enough to make her lose breath as she hit the ground, and not want to get back up.

      A quick spin and she saw the guy charging. She pulled back the club and then sent it flying. End over end it spun, then landed with a wet thud, pointy side in his upper chest where it met the shoulder. The force was enough to turn him halfway around, and he staggered, recovering to keep coming at her. She had already started off though, eyes still on him. Now that she saw he wasn’t dead, she booked it.

      They would both have seen her moves, along with the Sisters of the Wind. Some would have been worried that now others would be out to get her. Not Elena though, because this was all part of the plan. Expedited, yes, and she was in bad need of a bath, but it was working out as she wanted it to.

      When they came calling, she would have an answer. She was going to make a name for herself, get the right attention, and claw her way to the top. In Wicker City, that was the best way to make people talk.
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      Entering Sabin’s headquarters was always like stepping into another world. Kevin often wondered if this was as close as he’d ever come to seeing life as it was in the old days. Before the Great Downfall his grandfather had told him about.

      Sabin’s headquarters were spacious and open, a rarity in Wicker City, and the furniture was made of real wood, not cobbled together from scrap metal. But the biggest difference—the thing that really made it stand out from anywhere else in town—was the fact that it was clean. The city’s famous wind blew dust and dirt into every building in the city, and few structures could keep the sediment out for long. Sabin’s place was the rare exception. The warlord who had reunited the last remaining section of the ancient city of Chicago demanded that even the dust obey him. Granted this was accomplished by a team of workers who were almost constantly cleaning the place, but it was still impressive.

      The purpose wasn’t vanity—it was to instill a sense of awe into the building’s visitors. Kevin had seen it work time and again. He often had to suppress it himself—the feeling that Sabin was more than his subjects. That he somehow belonged to another time.

      Sabin spotted Kevin when he walked in and waved him over to where he was sitting at a long table with another man. Sabin’s large, muscular frame was hunched over as he listened intently. The other man was Warsel, a former Red Strike who now served as one of Sabin’s top Breakers. That was just another part of Sabin’s genius. Not only did he subjugate the other gangs, but he recruited their best people, bringing them into his inner fold. It made rebellion almost unthinkable when your favorite sons and daughters were part of the ruling gang.

      Kevin slid into the room quietly and took a seat across the table from Warsel. Young Tom followed, standing awkwardly behind Kevin.

      Sabin looked at Kevin expectantly. “Well? How’d it go?”

      “Fine. Hale’s crew won’t be a problem.”

      Sabin hesitated for a moment, like he wanted to ask another question. Instead, he simply nodded, then turned to Young Tom. “You can go. There’s stew in the back.”

      Young Tom didn’t need to be asked twice. After two weeks undercover with Hale’s gang, the prospect of real meat was probably irresistible. Kevin felt a twinge of annoyance that Sabin had dismissed Young Tom so quickly, but he didn’t let it show.

      Sabin turned back to Warsel. “You were saying?”

      Warsel cleared his throat. “Um, yeah. Overall, we’re humming along. Payments are coming in. Everyone’s falling into line. The occasional rumor here and there, but—”

      “What rumor?” Kevin interrupted.

      Warsel shrugged. “Nothing major. Talk of some ancient artifact buried on the west side. But it ain’t true. If it was, we’d know, right?”

      Sabin waved the notion away. “Of course. Those rumors have been going on since I was a kid. There’s nothing there. Trust me. I checked.”

      “What else?” Kevin asked.

      Warsel hesitated a moment. “You know the Breakers we sent to make the drop-off over by North Ave?”

      “Yes.” Kevin’s voice was cautious. He didn’t like where this was going.

      “There was this girl. She attacked them. Knocked them around pretty good.”

      “Both of them?” Sabin’s voice was cold.

      “That’s the story.” Warsel swallowed hard. “Thing is, it made them late to the drop-off. The guy wasn’t happy.”

      Sabin slammed a hand onto the table. “We spent how many months cultivating that relationship? And then our delivery people get into a brawl?”

      “Who was the girl?” Kevin asked.

      “It was odd,” Warsel said. “I can’t figure out who she’s with. Too old to be a Little Sister. Not a Red Strike, or I’d know. Anyone else wouldn’t dare attack a Breaker.”

      Sabin gritted his teeth a moment, then sighed. “Anything else?”

      Warsel shook his head.

      “Okay. That’s all for today.” Sabin waited until Warsel was gone, then he turned to Kevin. “So, you going to tell me what really happened? How many guys were with Hale?”

      “Fifteen, including him.”

      “How’d you do it?”

      “I had Young Tom point a gun at his head. When he turned, I poisoned his drink. He’s probably dead by now. And his men have a little more respect for the man who holds the keys in Wicker City.”

      Sabin’s face broke out in a wide smile. It was almost electric, that smile. It had the power to put anyone at ease, even an enemy, and it was a large part of the reason he was in charge, though he was fifteen years younger than Kevin. Kevin might have had age and experience, but Sabin had the charisma necessary to lead. Kevin had recognized that early, back when Sabin was just one of a dozen warlords who each held the keys to a single gate. He’d fostered that charisma and used it to turn Sabin into the most powerful man in the city.

      After a moment, the smile faded from Sabin’s face. “You were annoyed when I sent Young Tom away.”

      Kevin didn’t bother denying it. Sabin was nothing if not perceptive. “The boy was instrumental in tonight’s job. He’s been undercover for two weeks. I thought letting him listen to the adults hold council would be a fitting reward.”

      “You’re soft for the boy,” Sabin said. “He’s like the son you never had.”

      Kevin shrugged. “We’ll need talent like his in the future. When he’s grown.”

      Sabin chuckled and shook his head. “Can you believe this shit? Sometimes I miss the days when we were battling Peter for control of the city. Now I spend half my time worrying about my Sister and her dumbass husband, and you spend your time thinking about who’s going to replace us. It’s fucking grim.”

      Kevin let out a laugh. He couldn’t disagree. The war with Peter’s gang had been bloody. It had lasted almost a year, and there had been hundreds of deaths on both sides. But Kevin had rarely felt so alive as he had in those days. Back then, they would have stomped down hard on any threat that arose. Something had been lost since those days, something Kevin wanted to get back.

      “The delivery that got messed up,” Kevin said. “I’ll send Knox in to meet with the guy. Smooth it over.”

      “Fine. But we can’t let a fuck up like this go unpunished.”

      “Agreed. If we let people beat on Breakers, the others will take notice. And if they notice…”

      “We’re all doomed,” Sabin replied dryly.

      “I’ll have the Breakers beaten and demoted.”

      “Good, and don’t forget about the girl. Have Knox send someone to bring her in.”

      Kevin nodded. “And what are we doing with her?”

      “That depends. She took on two Breakers. Could be useful. Have a little chat with her and see what you think. Then, either hire her or kill her.”
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      Elena had been on the move for nearly an hour, going from one part of town to the next as she tried to get a sense of the situation. If Thomas was dead, where did she start? Maybe she could keep her ear to the walls and see what came up, but that could take forever. She needed a strategy, to get answers about that day long ago, but also about what had happened to her mother. Whoever had shot her was going to pay.

      It wasn’t until Elena was perched on the edge of an old church roof, skin burning from the disgusting water, that she realized she needed that bath immediately. She scanned the streets, trying to figure out the best option for getting clean. Maybe the old canals? One of the areas the city got its water, though it still required advanced filtration systems for drinking, at least the water passed through layers of natural filtration in the form of old ruins before reaching the inner parts of the city.

      If she remembered correctly, the canals couldn’t be too far from her current location. It wasn’t like there were many areas to bathe in public, anyway, and the other two she remembered were on the other side of the city.

      To her relief, she made it without any more problems. For one, she stayed to the parts of the city others never went. A floor nearly giving out on her at one point was a good reminder why. Everything in that area was unstable, portions of the city left torn apart by the war, but still standing because nobody cared enough to bother with it.

      The section of the canal she went to was on the south side of an old church. Half of the building was intact, the other completely collapsed so that she could see the dark clouds above. It wouldn’t surprise her if rain started pouring down at any minute, and since she was already soaked, it wouldn’t bother her one bit.

      Since that wasn’t happening yet, though, she worked her way down to the water. A quick check around to ensure she was alone was enough to make her feel secure. She walked right in with her clothes on and all, and only after scrubbing profusely did she strip. Her clothes were the only ones she had, so she would need them to be clean of the sludge, too. Setting them aside and shivering in the cold, she plunged her face in, scrubbed as long as she could, and then finally emerged.

      Only, as she did so she noticed someone staring at her from the opening across the way. A tall man, one who didn’t look completely unfamiliar.

      He took a step closer but averted his gaze when he saw she was nude. “You’re lucky you didn’t kill the guy, or the boss might have a real problem with you.”

      “I know my way around the city, and outside of the city,” she said, quickly piecing together that this man was one of Sabin’s. He didn’t have the band of the Breakers, but he wouldn’t be there otherwise. “Sabin has every reason to want to see me. No reason to want me dead. See, thing is—he knows me. Even more, he likes me. Or did, once.”

      She pushed herself out of the water, taking a step to her left where the natural light from above could dry her as much as possible. With the haze, it wouldn’t do much, but it helped.

      The man smiled knowingly, still not looking directly at her. “Lucky you, there’s already a meeting set up. Though it won’t be with him, not yet.”

      “Oh?”

      “Go ahead and cover yourself. I’ll bring you to the interview. See if we have a job for you on the team.”

      She grinned, but it was all for show. In reality, her mind was back on the image of her dying mother, of the blood. Determined to get answers, Elena wore that grin like a champ. “He knows I’m here?”

      “He does.” The man glanced her way. “And you’re still not dressed.”

      With a chuckle, she retrieved her clothes. “Had to dry a bit, didn’t I? And you… you look familiar.”

      “The name’s Rodin, and yes, I was one of Peter’s guys.”

      “Was?” She pulled on her soaked clothes, hating how they felt against her body. At least her skin wasn’t burning anymore. “Peter’s out of the picture?”

      “Oh, no. He’s very much still around, but serves Sabin now, of course.”

      “Of course.” She chuckled, liking how the world was all starting to fit together nicely. She couldn’t wait to see who she would be working with.

      She joined him, mind racing with excitement that this was actually happening. All it had taken was to deal with some jackasses. Then again, this guy could very well be leading her right into a trap. If so, she would be ready, hand testing the small amount of New Gold in her pocket.

      They strolled through the city, right past the town square where many men and women had been hung over the years. Eyes followed them, whispers mentioning her name. They recognized her and were surprised that she was back.

      Her clothes were still damp when she strolled up the steps behind Rodin, but not too uncomfortably so. Mind clear, she was starting to finally accept that this wasn’t a trap. Too many places along the way that could have been easy ambush spots. Areas to easily dump her body and be done with it. Rodin opened the old, oak door, and stepped aside for her to enter.

      When she did, she had to pause to catch herself at the sight of the man standing on the opposite side of the room.

      “Dad?” Her throat felt dry, her chest full, like she had too much air in her lungs and it was about to explode through her ribs. It was her dad standing there, this guy Rodin clasping his hand.

      “Kevin, allow me to reacquaint you with your daughter,” Rodin said with a half grin, then moved out of the way so that her dad could get a good look at her.

      He was still the monster he had been when she left. Still tall, looking about as well as he always had. As he had always preferred, he wore a chocolate-brown shirt. A thick nose, broad shoulders and a look to his eyes that could freeze fire.

      All of this, and now she was going to have to work with the man she had thought to be dead. The man who had never come searching for her. From the moment she had seen her mom back in that settlement she had suspected he couldn’t really be dead, or at least known it couldn’t have been exactly as she had been told.

      Still, seeing him out in the open like this, not being held prisoner or anything like that and actually working for Sabin, it seemed… didn’t feel right. She would have to bury those feelings though, because she knew this man. He was her dad, but he was ruthless. If she wanted answers, she couldn’t come out and ask him. Instead, she would play her part, continue with the plan, and make sure to keep her wits about her at every turn.

      She set her jaw forward, rolled back her shoulders, and strolled up to the man, hand extended. “Father, it’s good to be home.”

      After a second of amusement mixed with confusion passing through his eyes, he accepted her hand with both of his. “Welcome back.”
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      Kevin held his daughter’s hand between his own, looking at her. The smile on his face masked the strange rush of emotions he felt rising up, swirling inside him, wrestling for dominance. He had grown quite good at hiding his emotions, even from those who mattered most. For years, he’d thought her dead. And when he’d learned she was alive, he’d assumed he’d never see her again.

      “How?” he asked. His voice sounded distant to his own ears, like it was someone else speaking. Someone older, maybe.

      “I found a way in. Through water.”

      He nodded absently. That hadn’t been what he’d meant. He meant how had she survived the outside? And how was she back here? But he didn’t give voice to those questions. Instead, he just stared at her face and its unreadable expression. It appeared she’d inherited his poker face.

      “I thought you were dead,” she said. It was the closest she’d come to showing true emotion.

      “Not yet. Though plenty have tried to make it so. Come.” He led her to the table where Sabin often held court.

      “You never came for me. You never even looked in the Elsewhere?”

      Kevin couldn’t meet her eyes. “I’m sorry. We thought you had been killed inside the city. There was an attack that night by the Red Strikes. My friend, Thomas Young, he disappeared the same night you did. We thought you and he were both killed. That he would have left the city with you… it was just unthinkable.”

      “Yes, Thomas claimed you were dead. He’s the one who took me out of the city.”

      “I know that now. Thomas eventually returned to Wicker City. He confessed, telling us that he’d taken you for your own protection. He thought we’d surely be killed and that it was the only way to save you from the Red Strikes.” He stopped the tale there, not adding what he’d done to Thomas when he learned the truth. Some things were better left unsaid. “How’d you survive out there?”

      “It wasn’t easy. Thomas left not long after we got there. Most of the time I was on my own. Occasionally I wasn’t. The ones decent enough to stay around never live long out there.”

      He steeled himself, then met her gaze. “I should have looked in the Elsewhere. I should have searched until I found you. I’d already buried you in my mind. As far as I knew, there was no way you could have lasted out there on your own. I’m sorry.”

      She sat down at the head of the table, sitting awkwardly on the edge of the chair. If it had been anyone else, he would have torn them from Sabin’s seat and made sure they understood what would happen if they sat in it again. But with Elena, he let it pass.

      He took his usual seat, his leg brushing against the pistol he kept taped under the table for emergencies. “How was it out there? Are you… are you well?”

      She shrugged, her eyes betraying nothing. “I’d rather not talk about it. At least not now. I have so many questions.”

      He spread his hands out in front of him. “Ask. Please. I want to tell you everything.”

      She nodded, then hesitated.

      Kevin knew what she wanted to ask. She wanted to know how he was alive. How he’d allowed his own daughter to be taken away. He hoped she wouldn’t ask that question just yet. He was still off-balance from seeing her, and he wasn’t sure if he was ready to tell the whole sordid tale. Not yet.

      Instead, she asked another question.

      “How did all this come to pass? Word is Sabin rules the city.”

      Kevin nodded, considering how to boil a multi-year-long war into a simple explanation. “Things with Peter’s crew came to a head not long after you left. It got bad. All the gangs picked one side or the other, passing their keys to either Sabin or Peter. We fought for a long, bloody time, and Sabin won. Peter passed the keys to Sabin, and now Sabin controls every gate in Wicker City.”

      She leaned back and crossed her arms, a slight smile on her face. For the first time, he saw a hint of the little girl she’d once been. “Sounds about right. And did his number two man have anything to do with that?”

      “Maybe a little.” Something occurred to Kevin—something his daughter needed to know. “Elena, I have to tell you about your mother.”

      The smile disappeared from her face as quickly as it had come.

      “She and I… we’re not together anymore. Haven’t been for over a year.”

      Her eyes widened in surprise.

      “There’s more. She left Wicker City. To find you.”

      “Is that so?” she asked, cautious. Maybe even suspiciously. Her voice was hard now. “When was the last time you saw her?”

      Kevin thought for a moment, wondering what would be best to tell her. “Ten months? Maybe a little more. I told her it was foolish and that you were long dead. Who’s the fool now?”

      He waited, half expecting her to jump up and storm out of there, leaving immediately in search of her mother. She’d always been closer with her mother than she had with him. But Elena stayed in her seat, chewing her lip as she stared distantly into space.

      Finally, she spoke. “I saw Mom just outside the city. Someone… someone shot her. I’m sorry to tell you this, but she’s dead.”

      Kevin’s expression betrayed nothing. “Are you sure? That it was her? That she died?”

      Elena put a hand on her father’s arm. “I’m sure.”

      They sat together in silence for a long while.

      “Dad, we need to find the person who did this.”

      Kevin nodded slowly. “Yes. Make them pay.”

      “Do you think it could have been Peter?”

      He considered it a moment. “Seems doubtful. That guy’s a real son of a bitch, but he knows what would happen if he touched my family.”

      Behind Kevin, someone cleared their throat. He turned and saw Warsel in the doorway.

      “Uh, sorry, but Sabin says he needs to see you.”

      Kevin felt the anger rise up in his chest. “Can you please tell Sabin I’m a little busy at the moment?”

      Warsel swallowed hard. “I don’t think he’d… I mean, shouldn’t you maybe do what he says?”

      “I was just reunited with my daughter who I haven’t seen in years and found out that my wife is dead.” Kevin’s voice was an angry growl. “I think Sabin can wait ten fucking minutes, don’t you?”

      Elena leaned forward and touched his hand. “No, it’s okay. There’s a lot to catch up on. We don’t have to do it all tonight.”

      His first instinct was to object, but then he nodded. This was probably even more emotionally draining for Elena than it was for him. Getting into Wicker City couldn’t have been easy. She probably wanted to rest.

      A thought struck him.

      “I know that you can still handle yourself.”

      She didn’t bother denying it.

      “Good. In that case, we could use someone like you. Most people won’t recognize you as part of Sabin’s crew. That means you can get into places most people we trust couldn’t. You can be our eyes and ears in the less reputable parts of the city. And it will give you a good cover to investigate what happened to Mom.” The words had already left his lips before he realized how odd they must sound. Reunited with his daughter, and one of his first thoughts was to use her as a spy.

      That’s what it takes to survive here, he reminded himself.

      She didn’t answer immediately, so he continued.

      “The job comes with three hot meals and a sturdy cot.”

      The expression on her face told him how long it had been since she’d had either of those things.

      “All right,” she said. “Not saying it’ll be forever. But for now.”

      Kevin smiled. “Good. Warsel, find some vacant quarters for Elena.”

      The man nodded and waited as Elena rose from the table. As she was about to leave the room, Kevin called to her.

      “I heard about what you did to those Breakers.”

      She stopped, her back to him, her hands clenched into fists.

      “Glad to see you remember what I taught you.”

      She visibly relaxed at that. “I’ve learned a few tricks from other places too since you last saw me.”

      “I’d like to see them.”

      She turned and shot him a smile. “Pray that you don’t.”

      He waited until she was gone and headed for Sabin’s private quarters in the back of the building. Elena’s sudden appearance had surprised him so much that he wasn’t sure how he felt about it just yet. He was glad to see her, as any father would be to see his child. But there was a reason he hadn’t brought her home when he’d found out she was alive.

      He knocked on the old oak door that led to Sabin’s quarters. It was only a moment before a deep voice answered.

      “That had better be Kevin. If it’s anybody else, don’t come in unless you want a bullet.”

      Kevin sighed. Sabin was clearly in one of his moods. Better not to tell him about Patricia, his wife, right now. He hadn’t fully processed it himself yet, and he didn’t want to talk to anyone about it. Even Sabin.

      He opened the door and walked through the spacious apartment, finding Sabin where he knew he would—in his kitchen.

      A pile of photographs sat in front of him on the table.

      That gave Kevin pause. Film was rare, and the chemicals to develop it were even rarer. Whatever this was, it had to be important.

      Kevin sat down, and Sabin shoved the photos over to him without a word.

      The photos had been taken from the top of the south wall. It showed a group of men gathered outside, near some scavengers whose clothing gave them away as being from the Elsewhere. But there was nothing significant about that. Men and women came from all over to attempt to get inside Wicker City. Very few ever succeeded.

      He stared at the picture for almost a minute before he understood. One of the men in the photo was turned toward the camera, and the photo was zoomed in close enough to capture the details of his face.

      Kevin drew a sharp breath. “This is one of Peter’s men. Outside the city. Meeting with… whoever this is.”

      Sabin’s mouth was pressed together in a thin, tight line.

      “What are we going to do about it?”

      “That isn’t even a question,” Sabin answered. “Contact Peter. Tell him we need to talk. We are going to remind him what happens to people who disobey my laws.”

      Kevin nodded, steeling himself for the task at hand. He needed to focus on helping Sabin run the city, but his world had just been shaken to its core. His daughter was back in Wicker City. He needed to rebuild his relationship with her. And he needed to make sure she didn’t find out that he was the one who’d shot her mother.
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      Wicker City had its moments of beauty, such as now with the way the setting sun worked through the haze to cast a rosy tint over the vine-covered cars and half-collapsed buildings.

      Elena couldn’t help but smile, but she knew that when that sunset was over, the city returned to its normal, gloomy form. Where electricity only worked for the ones with clout, where children lived on the streets and starved, and where she had her job—listen in the shadows and report through her father to Sabin, the man who’d taken charge of this city three years prior.

      That’s what she was doing here on this rooftop. Taking it all in. Processing all she had learned in the hours since arriving in the city. Her dad was alive and served Sabin, who had gained the keys to the city. Then there was the situation between him and her mother. It was all so confusing, and yet his rise to power with Sabin, inspiring.

      If they could rise up like that, so could she. And along the way, she would have the answers she so longed for. What the hell had really happened six years ago in the events that led to her exile? Following that, who had killed her mother just yesterday?

      Elena had been taking it slow, at first, poking around in the corners of town where Rodin directed her. In a sense, it was insulting that she had been put under someone so junior. On the other hand, it gave her freedom. Given who she was and how she had mysteriously reappeared, they would likely be keeping an eye on her, but if they were at Rodin’s level, she knew she could slip them if needed.

      “You found my spot,” a voice said.

      She turned to see Lilly. “Hey there, stranger. Used to be mine.”

      “I remember.” Lilly stepped close and eyed her with heavily eye-shadowed eyes. Traditional makeup was long gone, at least in any circles Elena knew of. This had to be some sort of natural replacement.

      The girl stood beside her, staring out over the city. As they both enjoyed the moment, Elena considered the humor in the situation. In many ways, this was the closest to having a friend as she had had recently.

      It was Lilly who broke the silence. “This will be our spot.”

      “Our spot?”

      Lilly nodded. “When we need to meet. You with information for me when you have it, me with information for you when I do.”

      Elena nodded in agreement. “And how will we know when it’s time?”

      “We’ll know. Pass on word, it all comes together. Rumor has it, I’ll have something for you soon—so stay alert.”

      “Soon, but not yet?”

      “Soon but not yet.”

      At that, Lilly turned to go, but Elena said, “Wait up.”

      “Yeah?”

      Elena fished into her bag and retrieved something she had been saving since finding it in an old MRE bag. “Ever had Skittles?”

      Lilly tilted her head, then shook it.

      Walking over to squeeze a couple of the small, colorful candies out for her, Elena grinned. “Try a couple, maybe I’ll have more for you next time.”

      “Is this an attempt to bribe me?”

      “If it were, Skittles would work. Trust me.”

      Lilly eyed the candies in her hand—three green, a blue and a red, and then nodded, going on her way.

      Elena lingered a moment longer, popped a Skittle in her mouth, and considered the city while letting the sugary sweetness fill her mouth. Her eyes weren’t on any old random spot in the city anymore but on one particular building. Tall and mostly intact, a gray apartment complex that boasted an old billboard on top with a redheaded woman holding a bottle of cologne. She would never forget that image, and often it was what had come to mind out in the wild when she dreamed of one day returning.

      It was in that building that Elena hoped she would find Sabin’s Sister, Wendy. She started toward it, opting for the makeshift sky bridge that connected the two buildings—maybe not the most stable, but it worked well enough for now. Basically, an old crane that had been set up for construction and toppled over during the war. Now parts were rusted and falling off, but in other places, it had been reinforced over the years.

      The ground seemed far away as she went, telling herself not to look down. Dark, confined places had never bothered her. They had been part of life growing up, necessary for survival. But out in the open, especially when heights were involved? She was quickly realizing that was a bad combination for her.

      Instead of letting her mind wander to thoughts of falling and splattering across the uneven cement below, she replayed memories of Wendy, to be ready for this prospective meeting. The woman was several years her elder but had taken a liking to Elena. She had been like a big Sister, taking her under her wing and showing her the ropes. Then the woman had started dating that boyfriend of hers, what was his name? Elena shook it off. All she could remember of him was the annoyance she had felt when Wendy had stopped being able to spend so much time with her because of this guy. Wendy, who had told her all about how to work the food lines to get an extra-large helping without letting the others know. Who had told her how to kiss a guy, and more when Elena wouldn’t stop asking. Elena laughed at the nervous way Wendy had gone into detail at Elena’s insistence.

      Living outside the walls hadn’t exactly given her opportunities to learn firsthand, although now that she thought about it that had clearly been thanks to the protection from her father. She had no doubt there would have been ‘opportunities’ to learn otherwise, but not the pleasant kind.

      She had never had a chance to say goodbye to this woman, and so wondered about their reunion. Would she be mad at Elena for leaving? Maybe have heard rumors and lies about what had caused her departure?

      Gods, Elena hoped not.

      Each of her last steps from the crane came with more caution than the last, because here she needed to make it over the broken sections without letting the rusted, jagged metal get her.

      Finally, she was across. She eyed the windows, worked her way down one floor and to the left, and was there. This had also been her entry method all those years ago. The brick outside Wendy’s kitchen window still had a little upside-down smiley face that Elena had carved into it with a nail one night while waiting for Wendy and her boyfriend to stop arguing. One of the last nights when she had tried to come and visit but given up eventually when that arguing turned into the sort of noises Wendy had taught her about—the makeup-after-arguing variety.

      This day, there were no such noises, yet.

      Suddenly, this whole trip felt incredibly silly. Elena had no idea what her old friend would think of her showing up like this. No clue if she would welcome her in or pull a gun on her.

      Only one way to find out, though. With a gentle knock on the window, followed by a pause and then two more, Elena notified her old friend of her arrival. For a moment that seemed to last an eternity, nothing.

      Then a figure appeared, unclear through the glass and darkness of the unit. As the figure approached, a light went on and Elena’s heart nearly jumped at the sight of this stranger. She started to turn to go, but the window opened and the voice was unmistakably Wendy’s.

      “Elena?”

      Elena turned back, seeing the source of her confusion. While Wendy had once worn her natural dark-brown hair chopped short, it was now long and died with purple strands. More than that, though, she wore makeup to hide her heavy wrinkles. Nobody her age should have had wrinkles like those Elena could see under the makeup, but then again, the stress of the post-war world could do much worse.

      It only struck her as odd because the Wendy she had known never would have worn makeup. She talked about the way locals in the market made it with various chemicals, how it was so much worse for women than makeup of the pre-war time had been. They had spent days on the roof with the older woman going on about how women shouldn’t dress to fit some image of femininity men in society placed on them, and yet, here she was with that long hair, makeup, and wearing a dress.

      “Hey,” Elena said, not sure how to address the situation. She decided it was best not to. “Can I come in?”

      Wendy blinked, chuckled, and then moved aside to let her in through the window. Once they were situated and out of the way—given the cramped kitchen—Wendy opened the fridge and pulled out a jug of water. “Thirsty?”

      “Parched.” Elena accepted a glass half-full and took a sip. Water wasn’t exactly scarce in the city, but good, pure water was. And this was some of the best.

      Wendy’s eyes were unwavering, focused. “First… what brings you back?”

      “Surprised to see me?”

      “Well, I still have my ear to the walls.”

      “You heard then… So soon.”

      Wendy smiled, always one to pride herself on her network. “When I heard you were in town, I wasn’t sure I believed it. Everyone figured you were dead.”

      “Dead?”

      Wendy nodded. “After you went missing, I mean, most of them assumed. Thought you wouldn’t last a week outside. Me, I had a sense you were alive and out there, but never figured you’d be stupid enough to return.”

      “Go to hell.”

      Wendy arched a brow.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean that.” Elena took another sip. Bliss. “Thing is, you don’t know what it’s like out there. As bad as it gets in here, I’ll take it any day.”

      “That bad?” She poured herself a glass of water—only a third.

      “From what I’ve seen, I’ll say it’s best you never find out.”

      “I never plan to.”

      Each sipped their water, eyeing the other.

      “What brings you back?” Wendy finally asked.

      “My mother,” Elena said, leaving out the full truth. The part about having returned almost a year ago and camping outside of the walls. That part of returning had been more driven by fear of a continued existence out there. Going with the mother story felt stronger. Gave her more credibility.

      Wendy ran a finger along the underside of her chin in thought, stopping and then quickly pulling her hand away. “Everything that happened… I’m so sorry.”

      “Did you know she was alive all this time?”

      “Shit, Elena. You’re getting to the bones of it so already?” Wendy set her glass aside, moving to the round table between the kitchen and the living room that doubled as a bedroom, as the actual bedroom had been closed off long ago since it had no floor.

      “You knew…”

      “I didn’t know, but I didn’t not know.”

      Elena glared, not liking the way this conversation was making her left forearm twitch. “Explain.”

      With a sigh, Wendy turned back to face her, but indicated a simple painting on the wall. It was just colors, but had a streak of blue along the top, possibly resembling sky. “This was by Alex. You remember Alex?”

      That was his name, the man. Alex. “Sure.”

      “He painted it, thinks it’s art. Even if I don’t think it is, I don’t know if it’s not.”

      “You’ve changed.”

      The words seemed to hit Wendy, and again her finger went to her jaw, for some mysterious reason. “Maybe I have, but I have a point. There were rumors on both sides, and in spite of all that, Kevin, your father, rose right up alongside Sabin. Your mother kind of disappeared like, what? Maybe a year ago. It was weird. Before that, she had vanished for a while, too, even after you were gone. There was a time I thought she probably was dead, then maybe figured she was having an affair. Your dad went ballistic, but I didn’t know if it was that, or because it was what my brother wanted of him.”

      “And so you just sat on the sidelines?”

      “Come on, El. I was in the process of getting married! You wouldn’t know that, because you went all apeshit just like your old man, hanging with the Sisters. Of all the people—”

      “Don’t you ever talk bad about the Sisters. Do you hear me?” Elena’s voice was pointed steel.

      Wendy took a step back, tripping on her couch and falling into it. Her eyes were creased with worry, and it was only then that Elena realized she had advanced on the woman, water glass held up as if she were going to bring it down on her head.

      Elena took a step back, lowering the glass. “Don’t ever compare me to him. Ever.”

      A click sounded as the door unlocked with a key, and Elena booked it, making it to the window as the door opened and Alex stepped in. He froze, eyes going to her and then Wendy, and nodded. The man looked exactly as she remembered him, not a difference. Tall, smooth brown hair combed to the side, wearing a leather jacket over a blue button-up.

      “Good to see you again, Elena,” Alex said, moving to the table to set down a box of fruit. “I hope you’ve been well.”

      “As well as I’ll ever be,” Elena said, and then continued out the window. She would be back, probably to apologize for losing her temper and make amends with Wendy. She hoped.

      For now, she had at least a hint of an answer. It was dark now, so she decided it was time to head to the bar she had been assigned to and do her spying.

      But first, she needed another damn Skittle.
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      The large car rolled down the streets of the south side of the city flanked by two motorcycles. As they drove, kids on the streets stopped to watch them pass by, and people peeked out of windows. Cars were rare in Wicker City, as was the energy to power them. Sabin’s vehicle was distinctive—deep red, and large enough to comfortably seat six. Today, there were only three men inside. Kevin and Sabin sat in the back seat, and a heavily armed Breaker in the driver’s seat.

      Kevin did his best to focus on the task at hand. To push thoughts of his dead wife and returned daughter from his mind. Sabin knew about Elena, but Kevin still hadn’t told him about Patricia.

      Sabin stared vacantly out the window, a sour expression on his face. Kevin knew what was bothering him. It bugged Kevin as well, but Sabin took it personally. A few minutes later, the warlord gave voice to his annoyance.

      “You’d think with all the supplies that pass through here, Peter would at least pretend like he’s putting some funds into upkeep.”

      Kevin couldn’t disagree. Decay was the norm in Wicker City, but here on the south side, things were even worse than everywhere else. Most of the buildings they passed were barely standing, and the people on the street looked thin and hungry. Maybe things weren’t perfect on the north side, but Sabin took care of his people the best he could.

      “He’s not you,” Kevin finally said.

      Sabin shook his head. “I mean, Jesus, this is why I hate coming down here.” The warlord’s eyes settled on a man riding one of the motorcycles. “I don’t recognize him.”

      “That’s Chase. He was on that deal down at the pier last summer. He’s solid.”

      “Let’s hope so. We didn’t exactly bring an army.”

      Kevin did his best to put some certainty into his voice when he answered. “Three’s the right number. We bring less than that, it seems too casual. Like we just happened to be in the neighborhood. More, and it looks like we’re scared of him. Like we need protection.”

      Sabin waved the comment away. “You believe this is the shit we’ve been reduced to thinking about? I miss the days when we just shot the guys we didn’t like.”

      Kevin didn’t disagree with the sentiment.

      The car rolled to a stop in front of a tall building that was in significantly better shape than those around it. The driver shut off the engine, and they sat in silence for a few moments. Then Sabin turned to Kevin.

      “He knew we were coming, right?”

      “He knew.” Kevin frowned. This wasn’t right. When the warlord of Wicker City came calling, you met him at the door. You gave him the warmest possible welcome. And yet, here they sat at the curb, no one there to greet them.

      “He’s seeing how many times he can spit in my face before I spit back.” Sabin sighed and pulled open his car door. “Let’s remind him how we do things in Wicker City.”

      One of Peter’s lieutenants met them at the door, apologized for Peter’s absence, and led them to the elevator. From the expression on Sabin’s face, it was clear that the long, slow ride up the jerky, creaking lift did little to improve his mood.

      They found Peter waiting for them on the top floor, in a room with a massive oak table surrounded by high-backed chairs. Peter stood looking out at the city through what had once been a floor-to-ceiling window. The glass was long gone, leaving nothing but open space between the edge of the floor and a thirty-story drop. The wind whistled through the room. ruffling their clothes.

      Peter turned as they entered. He was in his mid-fifties, a few years older than Kevin, and his white hair was shaved close in a buzz cut. He wore a gray suit and an easy smile. “Sabin! Kevin! I’m honored you decided to pay me a visit. It’s long overdue.”

      Kevin suppressed the urge to punch the man. It was an involuntary reaction, one he always had when he saw Peter. He’d been at war with the man for so long; he’d lost so many friends to Peter’s army. The logical part of his brain knew they were allies now, but some more primal part of him had yet to get the message.

      “We appreciate the warm welcome,” Sabin said.

      If Peter caught the sarcasm, he didn’t let it show. He gestured to the table and they all sat down. Peter and his men positioned themselves with their backs to the gaping maw of the window, as if they had nothing to fear, not even gravity.

      “What do you say we get the business out of the way first,” Peter said. “Then we can move on to more pleasant things.”

      Sabin nodded to Kevin, who took the photographs out and tossed them onto the table.

      Peter picked up the top photo and studied it for a moment, his face unreadable. “Ah yes. This. It’s been taken care of.”

      “Good,” Sabin said. “Show me the bodies.”

      Peter let out a sharp laugh. “You misunderstand. I didn’t kill those men. I spoke to them about the gravity of the situation. I docked their pay. I’m confident it won’t happen again.”

      Kevin leaned forward, staring at his old rival. “Three of your men were spotted outside the city. They were photographed talking to people from the Elsewhere. Who knows what they were doing? Could be selling secrets or making a deal to let these strangers into the city. And you gave them a talking to?”

      “Not good enough,” Sabin said. “Not nearly.”

      Peter shifted in his seat. The easy smile on his face wavered. “I’m sorry, but are you telling me how to deal with my own men?”

      “You know the rules. No one talks to people from Elsewhere. Their words are poison, and they have nothing that we need but suffering. Speaking to them puts our city at risk. So, yes, when your men talk to them, I get involved. Are you going to deal with this, or should I?”

      Peter stared back at Sabin, incredulous. Then he turned the photo and pointed at one of the men.

      “You see this guy? This is Eddie. He’s been with me since day one. Since before I heard the name Sabin.”

      “Then he should damn well know better,” Kevin growled.

      For nearly a minute, the room was silent but for the whistling of the wind. Kevin knew they were in dangerous territory here. The last three years had been peaceful, but Peter had never fully seemed at ease with being Sabin’s underling. If they pushed too hard, the precarious peace they’d fought so hard for could slip away. But if they didn’t, well, that could lead to the same situation.

      Sabin stood up from the table. “Bring these men to Wicker Park tomorrow morning. Along with all your lieutenants. We’ll meet you there at ten.”

      Peter stayed seated, the photos still in front of him. “Sabin, do we really have to—”

      “We’re done here. Be there as instructed, or there will be consequences.”

      Peter’s voice was hollow when he spoke again. “You’d go to war over three guys?”

      Sabin took a step toward the table and leaned down toward the other man. “Listen close. You disobey me, it won’t be a war. Not this time. The resources I’ve got now? It would be a slaughter.”
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      Elena had been doing her job, acting as eyes and ears in the city for Sabin. An old long coat and wide-brimmed hat worked wonders for keeping eyes off of her.

      She was still riled up after seeing her old friend Wendy, so going to a bar seemed the perfect assignment. Grabbing a mead that they brewed in the back, she found a table in a shadowed corner and lowered her head, pretending to drink in sorrow while secretly paying attention to her surroundings.

      It went on like this the first night without anything to report. The next day she had slept in her cot, darkness acting as night since her room had no windows. A quick bath out back in the communal baths, finding necessities like a toothbrush, and at night back at the spy game again. It wasn’t high profile, but she understood. She had only just returned and hadn’t had a chance to prove herself yet. Not to the level that Sabin would take her into his inner circle. But she had no doubt she would have her chance or make one.

      Sitting at the bar this night, she was starting to get nods of recognition from some of the locals. She figured she would have to change it up, sit in different spots, maybe play more of a round-about game—asking outside the bar, following drunkards to side streets, and striking up seemingly innocent conversations. These men and women had recently realigned themselves. She was to keep a low profile, see if there was discontent in the ranks. So far, nothing. A guy to her left was telling his buddy about a close encounter he’d had with someone across town, telling about how it turned out the guy served Peter and how it could have escalated like crazy.

      “You seriously think anyone will take a stand against Peter, for you?” his friend asked with a laugh, then chugged his drink before going for another.

      Thinking on it, Elena nodded. If she knew her father, it didn’t matter who he was going to bat for—he’d do it. Not out of loyalty to his troops, but because he refused to allow any sort of insult to go unchallenged, even the slightest. It showed weakness, and he didn’t abide weakness.

      One afternoon, as she was passing the bar to scout out alleys and figure out her strategy for the evening, a passing boy gave her a message.

      “The birds look nice at sunset,” the boy had said. Normally it would make sense for Lilly to use one of the Sisters, but in cases where extreme caution was called for, a boy would make sense to avoid suspicion of prying eyes.

      Elena understood it instantly. Lilly wanted to meet her at their spot, that evening. Having something to do other than the norm filled Elena with excitement. She turned to prepare, when she bumped into a man walking with his buddy.

      “Watch it, trash,” the guy said and shoved her.

      The insult itself wasn’t surprising, considering the fact that she was wearing the jacket and hat to make herself inconspicuous, but shoving her? She stood straight, eyeing the man, debating how best to teach him a lesson.

      “You fucking idiot,” the taller of the two said to his buddy. “Don’t you realize who this is? This is Elena Matheson.”

      “Thought she was dead.” The first narrowed his eyes, looking at Elena, then took a step back. “Oh, damn. I didn’t mean any disrespect. Honest.”

      “We’re with you,” the taller one said, and she was pretty sure they had known each other, once. “Anything, anytime.”

      She wasn’t sure, but she thought she noticed a hint of flirtation in that last line. Not that it mattered, she had places to be, Lilly to meet.

      Turning and walking away from them, she lifted her walkie-talkie and said, “Nothing to report in.”

      “Copy that,” Rodin replied through static. “Keep up the good work.”

      She wanted to tell him to fuck off, but simply walked on to grab a bite to eat and have a moment to herself before sunset. Already the sun was nearing the western wall, so she got to it. Besides, she had a stop to make along the way, figuring it was time to form her alliances. She swung by her room, picked up her pack, and headed to the meeting place which wasn’t far.

      Reaching her spot, she had a look around and found she was alone. She went to the edge, crouching, waiting, and listening to the quiet. A few kids screaming, someone shouting in the distance. One lone car roaring to life somewhere down there—likely belonging to one of the warlords, as not many others had cars these days. Judging by the number of broken cars outside the city there had once been a time when everyone drove them. The thought made her shake her head in disbelief.

      Perching there like a gargoyle, she watched a group of men gathering near a factory, clearly arguing about something. Another came along and broke them up, and they scattered through the city.

      She was starting to feel more at home on this rooftop than in her new sleeping quarters. The one part of the city she truly loved. If she made a room for herself up here, figured out the political maneuverings of the city, could she learn to love it as she once had? There had been a time as a newly arrived teen that she’d strolled through the city streets and felt its power surging through her, as if she was unstoppable.

      Now? It was like it drained all she had, but there was potential to flip the switch. That was it. All she needed to do was flip the switch, and somehow she was going to figure out exactly what that meant.

      A creaking sounded and she spun in time to see the dagger, but not fast enough. It stopped an inch from her neck, and Lilly grinned. “You got the message.”

      “You’re slower than you used to be,” Lilly added.

      “Things change.” Elena’s eyes darted to the shadows, where at least two other Sisters of the Wind waited.

      “Got this for you.” Elena swung her pack off and pulled out more Skittles that caused Lilly’s eyes to go large, and then a taser. That was the real prize.

      Lilly took the Skittles and the taser, not giving away which she was more excited about.

      Elena grinned, pleased with the reaction. “You got something for me?”

      Without taking her eyes from the goods, Lilly nodded. “Death. One of Sabin’s tops.”

      “When? Who?”

      “Any minute. Um...” Lilly glanced to the shadows.

      “Knox,” a voice hissed.

      “Knox,” Lilly repeated. “That’s the one. You know him?”

      Elena did. One of Sabin’s trusted. She even remembered the small house where he lived. “Hasn’t moved?”

      Another glance to the shadows, and then Lilly shook her head. “Same place.”

      “Thanks, I owe you big time.” Adrenaline surged through Elena as she swung her pack back over her shoulders and took off, springing across the roof. She had her walkie-talkie out as she went. “All eyes on Knox, now!”

      “What’s this?” Rodin asked.

      “As I said—problem. I’m checking on his house. Alert the others.”

      “Elena, you’re not exactly in that position anymore. You—”

      “Do it, Rodin. Dammit, listen to what I say and get your ass moving. Understand?”

      A moment of silence followed as she made her way to the streets, and then she was moving again as he replied, “On it.”

      “Good.”

      She put away the walkie-talkie to focus on running. The outside had made sure she was a damn fine runner, and now she was proving it. Her body moved on instincts, carrying her to jump over debris, dart around corners, and duck under gates and traps in her way. Some parts of the city were off-limits, but that had never stopped her before.

      Finally, she came to a stop, standing before one of several small shacks on the edge of the farms. Not really ‘farms,’ but called that because it was where they raised the cattle, crammed up in warehouses that were rank with the shit and butchering.

      She went to the door, knife ready. If Lilly was right, an attacker could be in there. That or Knox would take her for the attacker and maybe lash out. She would have to explain herself, then, but would take her chances.

      Elena burst into the house, knife out, checking the rooms. There weren’t many, at least, but on the third door she started to lose hope. This was the last room, so she pushed the door open, slowly... carefully. Nothing yet.

      Turning, she jumped at the sight of a figure staring at her. Damn. Just a reflection in the window of the back, slightly ajar door. She stepped up to shut it when her eyes landed on her target. First in the reflection, then as she turned to the small backyard.

      Knox was there, or rather, his body. Impaled on a backyard fence post. Someone was trying to send a message to Sabin. The type of message Elena could read loud and clear.

      “Found Knox,” she said into her radio.

      It took a moment before beeping and Rodin asking, “Status?”

      “I’ll clean up the mess.”

      Another long silence followed, interrupted by a short wave of static. “Copy that. See you back at the base.”

      The base. He had invited her to the base, which meant Sabin’s operating base. As she moved out to get to work taking down the body, she found herself actually smiling. It hadn’t been intentional, but somehow this moment would change it all, she knew. This was the key to flipping the damn switch.
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      It had only been a few hours since Kevin had gotten the news about Knox, and he was still reeling a bit. Knox had been with Sabin so long, almost as long as Kevin himself had. The question of who would be bold enough to take out such a man was buzzing around Sabin’s inner circle. Of course, there was one candidate that sprang to everyone’s mind—Peter.

      But Sabin claimed something didn’t quite fit about that, and Kevin agreed. An assassination like that wasn’t Peter’s style. He’d always been the type to claim credit for his misdeeds. It didn’t make sense that he’d change that now.

      Either way, Peter did have three men who’d broken the law and had dealings with a man from the Elsewhere. Those men needed to be punished, and Kevin and Sabin were presently heading to do the deed.

      They were back in Sabin’s car, driving through the city. Sabin and Kevin were once again in the back, but someone sat in the front seat next to the driver now. Elena. She stared out the window, her face unreadable as the buildings rolled by. Kevin wondered when the last time she’d been in a car was. He guessed it was probably before she’d been taken from Wicker City.

      The girl was quickly rising in Sabin’s estimation it seemed. Not only had she beaten up two Breakers on her own, but she’d also been the one to find Knox’s body. None of the other Breakers had even noticed he was missing. Impressive for a woman who’d only been on the job a few days. So, Sabin had invited her along this morning, perhaps as a reward of sorts. Elena had readily accepted the invitation, but her being along was making Kevin uneasy.

      Kevin and his daughter had only talked a few times since her return, and when they had there was always a bit of discomfort to the conversation. They were pleasant enough to each other, but there were certain topics they avoided—chiefly her long absence and her mother’s death. Neither of the Mathesons was entirely comfortable talking about their feelings. And yet, here she was, seeing a side of the job he hoped she wouldn’t have to be exposed to for a while yet.

      On the other hand, who knew what she’d seen in the Elsewhere. She may have seen things that would make this morning’s grim task seem quaint by comparison.

      He glanced over at Sabin, who once again wore a grim expression. It seemed that was becoming the norm lately. “You sure we want to do this today? With Knox and everything…”

      Sabin shot him a look. “I’m sure. Somebody doing that to one of my guys? All the more reason I need to rule with a firm hand right now.”

      Kevin said nothing else for the remainder of the drive. There would be no talking his boss out of what they were doing. His mind was clearly made up.

      The car pulled up at Wicker Park. Most of the grass was dead here, like most other places in the city, so it was really just a large open area with a few scattered trees. About ten of Peter’s lieutenants were already gathered and waiting, but there was no sign of their boss.

      “He should be here,” Sabin said with a growl.

      “It won’t be long.” Kevin paused, then leaned forward. “You two mind giving us a minute?”

      “Yeah, sure,” Elena said. She and the driver got out of the car and wandered over toward Peter’s lieutenants.

      “Sure that’s a good idea?” Sabin asked. “Your daughter seems to have a habit of getting into fights.”

      “She knows when to keep it civil.” He turned to Sabin. “Look, are you sure you’re up for this? It’s been a while since you’ve done this kind of thing yourself. I could do it, or—”

      Sabin cut him off with a look. “They need to know who’s in charge.”

      Kevin hesitated a moment, then nodded. “Okay. I’ve got your back if you need anything.”

      “I won’t.” Sabin got out of the car and marched toward the waiting lieutenants.

      As he approached, the lieutenants did their best to show respect. Some nodded at him. A few stood at a shabby approximation of attention.

      Kevin had only just reached the group when another vehicle pulled in, this one a van. It ground to a stop on brakes that sounded in serious need of attention. The passenger door opened, and Peter stepped out. He looked tired, and he didn’t meet Kevin or Sabin’s eyes.

      The van door slid open, and a large man in an ill-fitting suit stepped out. He turned and stared back into the van with a scowl. Three more men piled out, their wrists bound with rope. Kevin recognized them as the three men from the photographs. The man Peter had pointed out as Eddie walked in front of the others.

      Peter nodded to them, and the three men staggered forward. Elena, the driver, and the lieutenants were already forming a rough half-circle around the men. When they were in place, Peter nodded again, this time to the large man. He forced the three men down to their knees.

      Sabin took a step forward, looking each man in the eye for a moment before he spoke. “You three broke the law. You went outside the walls. You had dealings with the men from Elsewhere. Which you goddamn know is forbidden.”

      Eddie turned to Peter. “We talked about this, man.”

      Sabin crossed the three feet between them in an instant. He grabbed Eddie’s jaw in a powerful grip and forced the man to look at him. “You got something to say, you best say it to me. Not Peter.”

      The man next to him let out a soft, frightened moan. “We’re sorry, Sabin. Really. We were just trying to make a little profit. We didn’t mean any harm.”

      “I don’t give a damn what you meant. You put the city in danger. You broke the law.”

      “Okay,” Eddie said. Unlike his companion, there was no fear in his voice. “We get it. We broke the rules. You want to whip us over something silly like this, you do what you gotta do. We’ll take our medicine like good little boys.”

      “Not good enough. The penalty for breaking the law is clear.” Sabin’s hand went to the pistol at his belt.

      Before he could draw, Peter stepped forward, his weapon already out.

      Kevin started toward Peter, and out of the corner of his eye, he saw Elena do the same. But then he realized Peter wasn’t pointing his weapon at Sabin; he was pointing it at Eddie. Sabin held up a hand, and Kevin stayed back.

      Eddie’s eyes widened at the sight of his boss aiming a weapon at him. “Holy shit, Pete! It ain’t gotta be—”

      “Shut up!” Peter shouted. He shifted his aim to one of the other men and fired.

      The man collapsed, a bullet hole in the center of his forehead.

      Peter turned to the other man and fired again. This time, his aim was slightly off-center. The men fell, but he spasmed on the ground for a moment before he died.

      Kevin glanced over to Elena. She stood ramrod straight, watching the executions, her eyes betraying nothing.

      Peter turned back to Eddie.

      “No.” There was real fear in Eddie’s voice now. “After all we’ve been through, man? After we came up together? Since that day we jacked our first supply run, have I ever been anything but loyal?”

      Peter fired.

      Eddie fell to the ground. He lay there a moment, and a soft groan escaped his lips. Peter fired twice more, and he lay still.

      The lieutenants watched in horrified silence, none of them moving or speaking. But every one of them looked like they might lose their breakfast at any moment.

      Peter’s eyes were still on his dead friend’s body. “Dismissed.”

      The lieutenants immediately scattered. They didn’t need to be told twice.

      Peter took a deep breath, then shuffled over to Sabin. “Anything else?”

      For a long moment, Sabin said nothing. Kevin waited, ready to lunge at Peter if needed. This wouldn’t be the first time Sabin had decided to dole out some extra punishment at the last moment. Instead, Sabin surprised him.

      “Come see me next week. I have a line on a new supply chain I’d like to route through the south side. You’ll get your cut, of course.” It was the closest thing to a peace offering Sabin was capable of giving without looking weak.

      “Fine.” Peter and his large henchmen stomped back to their van without another word.

      Kevin looked at Elena and nodded toward the car. She got the hint. She and the driver headed over and waited by the vehicle.

      When Kevin and Sabin were alone, he walked over to the warlord. “You should have let me pound his face in.”

      “The guys are dead. That’s what matters.”

      “Stepping in like that? It was a power play. He wanted to show his men he was in charge. Didn’t want them to know it was your call. We can’t let shit like that slide.”

      “If I want your opinion, I’ll make it abundantly clear. Until then, do your job and let me worry about Peter.” After a moment, his expression softened. “Besides, I’m more worried about our friends from the Elsewhere. You think they might have told Peter’s guys about the deal we’re working with them on?”

      Kevin shook his head. “If Peter had that information, he would have used it to save his guys.” He hoped he sounded surer of that than he felt.

      “Let’s hope so. We can’t have anything screw up this deal. If it collapses, that’s years of hard work down the drain.”

      “We’ll get it done.”

      “Good.” Sabin clapped him on the arm. “Let’s get back to the north side. I get nervous hanging around this garbage heap.”

      They walked back to the car. When they reached it, Sabin regarded Elena.

      “What do you think about what just happened?” he asked.

      She shrugged. “Did what you had to do. Nothing more. Nothing less.”

      Sabin couldn’t quite hide his smile. He was pleased with that answer. “That was good work finding Knox. How is it you’ve been back three days and you’ve got more intel than the guys who’ve been my eyes and ears for the last decade?”

      She shrugged again. “Lucky break, I guess.”

      “No such thing.” Sabin paused, looking up like he often did when he was thinking. “I’m putting you in charge of the investigation.”

      Kevin felt a jolt of surprise. This was a huge opportunity, a giant leap up in the organization from simply being the eyes and ears. Plenty of Breakers would have killed for the opportunity.

      Yet, Kevin couldn’t help but worry. The rewards would be great if she pulled it off, but the consequences if she didn’t? Sabin wasn’t known to have a patient and understanding nature.

      “I want you to find out who killed Knox,” Sabin continued. “More importantly, I want you to find out why. If someone is gunning for my guys, we need to find them and eliminate them. End of fucking story. Any questions?”

      Elena met the warlord’s gaze. “Just one. When do I start?”

      “How about now?” Sabin opened the car door. “We’ll drop you off wherever you need to go.”

      Kevin watched as the warlord and his daughter got into the vehicle. Elena was in it now, much deeper than she had been before. What would happen if she didn’t find the answers she had just been hired to look for? Even worse, he worried about what would happen if she did.
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      It had come to this moment: Elena was back with the inner circle, working for her father and Sabin. Not an optimal situation for mental health, but exactly where she needed to be in every other way.

      Appointed to root out the person within Wicker City who was making a move against Sabin, she would have access. She would be able to go where she needed, others knowing who she worked for, and able to ask questions as she deemed fit. If ever there was a time to find out who had killed her mother, this was it.

      She had to believe the answer was one and the same. Someone was behind all of this. She meant to find out the reason, and then see that someone paid the price. After her little excursion with Sabin and her father, she returned to the bar. It seemed a solid middle ground in many ways. Others were there who’d recently come over to Sabin’s side, so in ways were ‘new,’ like her, although that word had entirely different meanings for all of them.

      A couple of the locals eyed her and whispered excitedly. Damn, news spread too fast in this town. They had likely seen her in the car with Sabin and put two and two together. She was rising through the ranks fast, and that meant her days in the shadows wouldn’t last long.

      She had played her cards right with Lilly and the Sisters of the Wind. While they could be ruthless, entirely too out there considering many of them were so young, she knew they could be resourceful. Others simply dismissed them as little girls. Idiots.

      But what did her new position with Sabin really mean? She had noticed the way her father looked at her with skepticism. He wasn’t sure she was ready for this, or maybe felt she should be off sharpening her blade to be a good little soldier, not poking her nose in places it might not be welcome. He had always liked his obedient soldiers, after all, not giving a damn about blood and what it meant to be a father.

      If not for Sabin, she wasn’t sure she would even side with her father. His lack of loyalty to her had taught her a lot, and she had to look at the big picture. Who had the most chance of pulling her up in this city? Sabin. That, and thanks to her connections via her father and friendship with Wendy, she had an in.

      There was something else there, too, that she wasn’t sure if she was just imagining or if it was real. Had Sabin been eyeing her in a way that spoke of more than a servant? If she wasn’t reading it wrong, he wanted her.

      She ordered her mead and found her seat, wondering what desire from Sabin could mean for her goal in the city. It had never been her style to use her sexuality to get what she wanted, and she wasn’t about to start now. Even so, could she have feelings for him? If this was really something and not only in her head, it could mean a quick rise even above her father.

      For now, though, she would push that thought aside. If it came naturally, so be it. Another man who seemed to care for her was Rodin, and she was surprised to see him passing by the window outside. She stood to watch him approach the alley of food stalls past the bar, wondering what he was up to.

      Chugging her mead and slamming an extra token down on the bar, she headed out to see what he was up to. Trust wasn’t lacking there, but she figured he was one of her few contacts, so chatting him up could never be a bad thing. He might be able to help point her in the right direction, considering his network was quite different from that of the Sisters of the Wind. Better to have multiple sets of eyes scouring the city.

      “You there, is it true?” a wiry man asked as she reached the exit. He leaned against the wall next to the door, an empty mug hanging in his limp hand. “Sabin’s getting…”

      He seemed to think better of finishing that sentence. Before he could decide to say it anyway, a man with a belly larger than most in Wicker City could boast came and stood at his side.

      “Ignore the drunkard,” the large man said. “Sabin loyalists, through and through.”

      Elena eyed the two of them, then glanced around at the bar, noting the curious glances. Some certainly held doubt, even hostility.

      “Fine.” She stepped forward to find a more central spot on the bar floor. “You all want to know what’s going on with Sabin? Watch, and pay close attention—because blood is flowing.” They were leaning forward now, eager for more, so she continued. “Someone dared strike out against your leader, but I can’t go into specifics here. What I can say is that I’ve seen worse on the outside than you can possibly imagine. In the Elsewhere, rules don’t mean shit, and because of that people suffer in unimaginable ways. Here, Sabin has appointed me to be another cog in his organization, another piece that keeps the wheel spinning. Blood was spilled earlier today, and more blood will come, thanks to me.”

      At that some of the locals grumbled, one even calling out, “Who are you to judge us?”

      “Not to judge you.” She turned on the man, glaring. “Or, I certainly hope not. Everyone here is on our side, are you not?” Nods of agreement pleased her. “The blood I will spill is that of someone who made a move against one of Sabin’s men last night. Since you all seem to know me, or know of me, I’ll make it clear right now. I am Sabin’s eyes and ears out here. I am his right hand of justice, and if anyone stands in my way in my quest to find the responsible party, you will suffer. Keep that in mind, and if you hear anything, speak up. You know where to find me.”

      At that, she spun on her heels and headed out of there to find Rodin.

      It had been a bit of a bluff. Giving herself more importance than, perhaps, Sabin had meant. But now she had people talking, and that could mean the guilty party getting scared. If not scared, then angry—furious that some newcomer could be threatening them in such a way. Scared or angry, either worked for her. Either caused people to act rashly, to act stupidly and in ways that got them caught.

      When it came down to it, she knew where her advantages lay, fingers going to that New Gold in her pocket, wishing she had a way of getting more.

      First, rise up in any way possible, including with physical threats. Once she was closer to the top, she wouldn’t need it anymore. Up there, it was all about intimidation, smart tactics, and ensuring your army can’t be touched.

      Scents of charred meat and fresh herbs rose up to greet her as she entered the alley. Dark streets with makeshift porticos overhead, someone’s idea of trying to make the food alley feel more exotic. In spots, pots of burning incense hung. Likely to drive away the flies and other insects that would otherwise be attracted to the smell of food.

      Rodin was standing at a cart of kabobs, pointing out several and asking as to their source.

      “Thought that was you,” she said, taking the empty stool next to him.

      He glanced down at her, grinned, and said, “Well, if it isn’t my new boss.”

      “You don’t answer to me.”

      “Not directly, but still… I’m impressed with your maneuvering. Me, I’ve had this position for two years without advancement.”

      “That so?” She made a mental note of that, figuring she could use him if and when she was in a position to do so. People like him were quick to jump at the promise of power.

      He accepted the kabobs in a bag, paid the vendor, and nodded to a cart selling fruit. “Best apples in Wicker City, you know that? Rumor has it, the woman who owns it imports them.”

      “From the Elsewhere?”

      “Rumors.” Rodin winked. “I happen to know for a fact it’s all bullshit, that she has a couple of trees on the north side that get extra fertilizer from the cows. Still, the exotic is more fun, don’t you think?”

      “Rumors like that can be dangerous.”

      He didn’t argue that, simply bought her an apple, and the two moved along, walking and enjoying the sights and smells as they passed more carts. Rodin glanced her way more than once, waiting.

      “You want me to ask?” Elena took a bite of her apple.

      “No need, but I was curious if that was your purpose here. Easy answer—I don’t know anything. Anyone could have in theory put that hit on Knox, but the question is why?”

      “Why?”

      “Yeah. He wasn’t exactly at the highest level, you know?” Rodin glanced around, seeing that nobody was too close. “Now, if the hit had been on Kevin or someone like Peter, even, I’d say there’s outright war. But this… this speaks of something else.”

      “Agreed.” She took another bite of her apple, considering as she chewed, then swallowed. “So there’s an ulterior motive here. Not simply taking out his troops. But also, it wasn’t a personal attack against Knox.”

      “You can’t rule that out so fast.”

      “I can.” She paused, turning to him and lowering her voice. “Whoever did this, they wanted it known. They wanted to send a message.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “First, it was premeditated. I knew about it—”

      “Bringing up the question of how.”

      “My business. Suffice it to say, someone told me, but they told me too late. I still believe they knew about it before it happened, and weren’t involved.” She paused, letting that sink in. “Second, the way his body was pinned up there? It was on display.”

      “Even I heard about that.” He grimaced. “It’s the sort of stupidity that will make Sabin lash out, hurt people—and sometimes he doesn’t mind cracking a few good eggs to find the bad.”

      “My goal will be to stop that from happening, by figuring this out fast. You put out a couple of feelers, let me know if you hear anything?”

      He nodded, then chuckled. “Life has its twists and turns, huh? One minute you’re answering to me, the next you’re giving me orders.”

      Judging by the way he was looking at her, he liked getting orders. He found the whole situation to be a turn on. Another mental note, but not a card she would play at the moment. She had work to do, an apple to finish, and, if she was lucky, soon she would have a fish to fry.

      Unfortunately, she thought as she eyed the market, no literal fish. Not with the lake the way it was. One advantage to the Elsewhere—people had ways of getting things out there that sometimes couldn’t be found within the city walls. For now, she opted for a kabob on her way back out, headed toward her next point of question—she would pay the Sisters of the Wind a visit.
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      Kevin circled the block three times to make sure he wasn’t being followed. It was always a possibility that someone, one of Peter’s men or even Sabin himself, was watching Kevin, a man in his position was rarely away from prying eyes. But this evening it was essential that he remain unseen, except by the one person he’d assigned to watch his back.

      When he was sure he didn’t have a tail, he unlocked an unassuming door and stepped inside. Then he pulled out his flashlight—an old hand-cranked model that provided a weak beam of light. It would have to be enough. He headed down the steps and into the rank, musty darkness.

      When Sabin had taken power, one of his first priorities had been to seal all the secret ways in and out of the city. There were only five gates, all but one now welded shut, but there had been dozens of tunnels and hidden doors. After years of blood and effort, this was no longer the case. The teeming masses that migrated to Wicker City from the Elsewhere in hopes of a better life no longer had free access to the city. Now they gathered outside the five gates in the hopes of somehow getting through, but few of them ever would. And Wicker City was safer for it.

      Just as importantly, the secrets of Sabin and his regime couldn’t be smuggled outside and sold to enemies.

      Granted, the sealing of the passages hadn’t been perfect, as Peter’s men had so recently proven. They’d found a way out of the city, one that Eddie had apparently revealed to Peter, and that Peter swore was now closed forever. Kevin was skeptical. In addition, Elena had found her way into the city. He’d have to pressure her into revealing how at some point, but now wasn’t the time. Things were weird enough between the two of them already.

      Sabin had also kept a single passage open for his own usage; the one Kevin was now traversing. Only a handful of his closest people knew of its existence, and they were all forbidden to use it without the boss’s permission. But it proved quite useful at times like this. Opening one of the official gates attracted attention, and that was the last thing Kevin needed right now.

      Kevin’s feet squelched in the mud as he reached the door on the far end of the tunnel. He fumbled with his keys for a moment, then unlocked the door and stepped out into the warm evening. Vincent, the man from Elsewhere, was waiting for him exactly as instructed. He was a tall, thin man with a long, pointed nose. Though he was dressed as raggedly as everyone else outside the wall, he didn’t look natural in the clothing. He was clearly used to wearing finer things.

      On either side of him stood a Diluted. They had sallow skin, some of it missing in bloodless chunks, and their eyes glowed with a soft yellow luminance. Yet unlike most Diluted Kevin had met, these two were standing still rather than trying to rip someone’s throat out. Somehow, Vincent had trained the mindless creatures to respond to his whistled commands. The two Diluted still gave Kevin the creeps, but he’d never seen them act at all aggressively.

      Kevin held out his hand, and the two shook, exchanging the ancient greeting. As Kevin had learned over the past eighteen months of negotiation, the man was a traditionalist and respected the old ways.

      “Greetings, Mr. Matheson.” Vincent’s voice had a strange, lilting quality to it that was ever-so-slightly different from the way people spoke in Wicker City. Kevin found himself wondering if everyone in Springtown spoke that way.

      They stood in a small enclave, a place only visible from one spot on top of the wall. Kevin glanced up. Though he couldn’t see the top of the wall, he knew Young Tom was up there, watching, ready to run back to Sabin if anything should go wrong. Not that it would. Vincent had worked just as long and hard on the negotiation as Kevin had. He wouldn’t screw it up now. But before they could get to that, there was another matter to discuss.

      “It’s come to my attention that you’ve been dealing with someone else from inside the walls. Guy called Eddie.”

      If Vincent was surprised by Kevin’s accusation, it didn’t show. “Yes. I traded him some trinkets for apples. Just a way to make my stay here outside the walls more pleasant. It had nothing to do with our arrangement.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong.” Kevin’s voice was hard. “Everything that happens in Wicker City has to do with this. Sabin’s authorized me to deal with you. No one else. You speak to anyone else from inside the walls again, we’re done here. Understand?”

      “I meant no disrespect. It’s just that life out here can be difficult. These people, they live like animals.” He spoke the words as if they were leaving a bad taste in his mouth. “They live in filth, and they have no self-respect. I didn’t expect to be among them for so long.”

      Kevin understood the man’s point. The negotiations had taken far longer than he’d expected them to. On the surface, it should have been a simple transaction. Springtown was a smaller city, and they lacked Wicker City’s resources. Their walls weren’t secure and their infrastructure wasn’t nearly as intact. They wanted Sabin’s help. If he sent a few experts down to serve as advisors and explain how things were done in Wicker City, it could help them immensely.

      And Sabin wanted something too. Despite its lack of resources, there was one thing Springtown had that Wicker City did not—a rich supply of New Gold. According to Vincent, the substance had contributed directly to the sad state of their city. The old leaders had indulged too much and lost their minds, leaving the new regime to pick up the pieces. That wouldn’t happen in Wicker City, Kevin knew. He and Sabin were far too disciplined to allow it. Once they had the supply of New Gold, they’d use it to improve the city, to do the things they’d always dreamed of doing when they were coming up and winning their keys.

      “I understand,” Kevin said. “I know living out here can’t be easy. All the same, my statement stands. You talk to someone else other than me, we’re done.”

      Vincent nodded. “It won’t happen again.”

      “Good.” Kevin felt a bit more at ease with that conversation out of the way. Now they could move on to more important things. “Did you receive word yet?”

      “Yes. Bryson agrees to your terms. Five advisors for one year for five pounds of New Gold supply.”

      Kevin kept his expression blank, though it wasn’t easy. Five pounds. The amount was almost unthinkable. In all his days, he’d only seen less than an ounce of the stuff altogether. “And the sample? What did they say to that?”

      “They agreed to that as well.” Vincent reached into his pocket and pulled out a tiny pouch, which he handed to Kevin.

      Part of Kevin wanted to not appear eager, but the other part of him—the part that was desperate to try the product—won out. He opened the pouch and rubbed the tiniest pinch of the powder between his thumb and forefinger. A wave of warmth ran through him, starting at the fingers touching the powder and washing outward. Strength flooded his muscles and the years seemed to melt away. He hadn’t felt this good in decades. Maybe ever. The world swam before his eyes, and yet he saw it all with perfect clarity.

      His mind reeled. The New Gold he’d experienced in the past had been nothing like this. It had likely been cut a dozen times, but this was pure. It crossed his mind how odd it was that the substance between his fingers had been so instrumental in bringing an end to the old world. In that moment, it almost felt worth it.

      “Is the product acceptable?” Vincent’s lips were tilted in the tiniest hint of a smile.

      Kevin swallowed hard before answering. He didn’t want his voice to waver. “It will do.”

      “Then we have a deal?” The man from Elsewhere held out his hand.

      Kevin shook it, aware that he was changing the future of Wicker City forever. “We have a deal.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            13

          

          

      

    

    







            Elena

          

        

      

    

    
      Elena had passed on the message for a meeting with the Sisters of the Wind but decided to try to find them before the designated time and space. She was growing impatient and couldn’t afford to spend time waiting.

      She started working her way through back alleys, seeing if she could remember the way to the hideout’s entry points she had used years ago. In the Elsewhere, she had basically been a scavenger, what some called a treasure seeker. Moving through this city, she was reminded of where she got that skill. So many days spent rummaging, learning to watch for signs of out-of-place boards or other items that would be telltale signs of a stash. Sometimes she had found weapons, other times drugs, or even just tokens of various currencies. Once she had even found a small stash of New Gold. Whoever was missing it would likely kill for it, but not here. Behind the walls of Wicker City, she was safe against at least that threat.

      Pausing at a jumble of cables and slats of wood blocking her path, she scaled the building to her left and moved along the rooftop. At a window, she paused at a grunt from a window at a catty-corner across from her, and turned to see some guy slapping his exposed back with twisted metal. Red lines were already visible where the welts formed and blood broke free. Not the weirdest thing she had ever seen, but she had to give herself a moment to wonder what the hell had driven the man to do so. She was aware of old systems of punishment for sin and other reasons someone might have once done so in the past. But Wicker City certainly wasn’t a religious city. Or… hadn’t been? Another question she would be sure to find an answer for.

      Coming down the other side of the building, she dropped and then looked up, freezing at the sight of that Breaker who she had impaled on her first day back into the city.

      “Ah, shit.” He took a step away from her, looking suddenly scared.

      “Whoa, whoa.” She held her hands up. “You’re… scared?”

      “No.” He took another step back, though. Then nodded. “I didn’t mean to cause trouble, okay. I’m out here on patrol, and look…” He pulled down the corner of his shirt to show bandages covering his wound. “I’m still recuperating, okay? Cut me some slack.”

      She was thrown off by his reaction to seeing her but went ahead with her role. “It’s forgiven.”

      He nodded in appreciation, then eyed her with confusion. Waiting.

      “Oh.” She nodded, walking past him. “Going about my new duties. Um, carry on.”

      A glance back showed he was still watching before she turned the next corner. She had to wonder what Sabin or one of his underlings had said to the man to make him so intimidated at the sight of her.

      She walked down a decline to an old part of town where several townhomes stood in various states of disrepair. Homeless gathered around fires up the street a bit, and one woman punched another, a small brawl breaking out. Elena shook her head, not at all surprised this sort of action had stuck around over the years. Wicker City would always be Wicker City.

      Going around back, she found the old piece of plywood under the rear stairs and worked her way into the darkness. Faint lines of light shone in through cracks from above and to the right. Elena made her way in and climbed a ladder cut into the wall. She watched her step, avoiding the giant hole in the floor. Mushrooms grew from the corner of the ceiling, and one of the walls was charred from an old fire. Finally, she made her way up what was once a grand staircase that was now missing its lower half.

      So much of this was how she remembered it, complete with the scent of charcoal that she had spent many evenings remembering as she drifted off to sleep.

      Halfway up the staircase, an old portrait of some twenty-second-century president seemed to watch her. Two taps on the wall beside it, a soft kick at its base.

      A small hand appeared, moving the picture aside to reveal a hole. One of the Sisters of the Wind, young and with dark eyes to match her dark hair, stared out at her, fresh taser in hand and ready. It appeared to be the one Elena had given to Lilly.

      “Where’s Lilly?”

      The girl eyed Elena but shook her head.

      “And you… What’s your name?” Elena pointed to the taser. “Liking my gift?”

      A nod. “Riss.”

      “Riss, I used to live here, did you know that? Right here in this house, as a matter of fact.”

      Riss stared, bit her lip, then shook her head again. “Not anymore.”

      “Not anymore is right. But I want to be your friend, yeah?”

      “Lilly is your contact. Stick to it.” The girl started to pull back.

      “Wait,” Elena whispered. “Tell Lilly to be ready. I think… change is in the air.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah. And ask her to find out what happened to Knox.”

      The Sister held her gaze a moment, then pocketed the Taser, and held out her empty hand. Elena took it and they clasped hands, making firm eye-contact with each other. The way the Sisters of the Wind showed their trust. Elena wasn’t giving them a warning, but a promise. When she rose to power, she planned on bringing the Sisters of the Wind with her. In the meantime, once she got in with them, trusted by more, she had no doubt they would have answers to her questions. They always did.

      Finally, the Sister nodded, then retreated back behind the picture. Elena sighed heavily, looked at the presidential image, then rolled her eyes.

      Elena glanced at the picture and scoffed. “Thanks, Asshole. A lot of good you did us all.”

      She was off again. She would have her chance with the Sisters of the Wind, but apparently, when they were ready. Problem was, she only had so many hands she could play so far. She considered going and finding that Breaker, maybe seeing what he knew, but with how he had been acting he would be too scared to talk. Better to wait, earn some trust there.

      Instead, she found herself moving back to that gray building with the perfume woman on top. Wendy’s place. She climbed up, finding the window, and crouched outside it. About to knock, she realized it was partially open. With the refrigerator door open, she couldn’t quite see what was going on, but heard voices.

      “The hell is this?” Wendy asked.

      “You found it, baby,” came Alex’s voice. “Thanks.”

      “Do I have a pacifier in my mouth?”

      A moment of silence, and Elena debated going in.

      “Forget it,” Wendy said. “Never does any good anyway, does it?”

      Another moment. Their voices went distant as the two moved off to the main room, apparently. Moving to better see, Elena noticed some sort of gun in Alex’s hands. It wasn’t a normal pistol, but had a similar look. With a rounded back and strange gleam to it.

      “Trying to figure out how these blasters used to work,” Alex said, waving the thing about.

      “What’d you make?”

      “The... blaster... I just said—”

      “Not ‘What stupid invention did you attempt to make again?’ No, I’m saying, what did you make for dinner?”

      Alex lowered the blaster. “Oh. Shit. I’m sorry.”

      She slammed the fridge door, about to go off on him when she shrieked, eyes on Elena. Alex turned, gun up again, and Elena noticed that it wasn’t a typical pistol.

      Wendy motioned at him to back off, Eyeing Elena. “No knocking at the front door?”

      “Not today. Not after the shit I’ve seen.”

      A raised eyebrow from Wendy, but she gestured for Elena to follow. Elena crawled in, giving Alex a nod. Elena quickly filled Wendy in on the situation, not liking that Alex was there but not about to make it awkward by asking him to leave his own home.

      “Damnit,” Wendy said. “Why wasn’t I at this meeting?”

      “It wasn’t a meeting, it was a car ride, murder, and then them assigning this to me. Can I count on you?”

      “For what?” Alex asked.

      “I don’t know what’s coming my way, but if someone wasn’t scared to touch one of Sabin’s men, you can bet this wasn’t an isolated incident. We all have to be ready. Wendy?”

      “You always can,” Wendy replied. “It’s those pieces of shit that better watch out.”

      “Are you referring to my father or your brother?”

      Wendy chuckled. “I know them better than most, and know they can be huge pieces of shit.”

      “My father, maybe. But Sabin...?” Elena frowned, eyes going between the two. “He’s a good guy, no? A leader worth following.”

      Alex cleared his throat, and Wendy simply held Elena’s gaze.

      “What?” Elena asked.

      “Best not to elaborate on that,” Wendy said.

      “Let me get this straight…” Alex cleared his throat. “The warlords are back at it?”

      “They wouldn’t attack us, not directly,” Wendy said.

      “Based on what I’m hearing, seems open and shut.” Alex stood tall with a very mansplaining posture. “Peter killed Knox. He’s vying for the keys.”

      “Well, I intend to look into it.” Elena didn’t throw much weight into that assessment. Peter was stupid, but not stupid enough to wage war like that. Especially not when she had just seen him kill his own men.

      “And you came here to wrap us into your little investigation.” Alex gave Wendy a skeptical glance, as if to say ‘really, this is your friend…’

      Elena frowned. “Isn’t that how this whole friendship thing is supposed to work?” Addressing Wendy now too, she added, “I mean, that and the fact that it is your brother’s operation they might be after.”

      Alex had been apparently tinkering with his blaster, because just then it sparked and he dropped it with a yelp. Muttering a curse, he knelt to pick it up.

      Wendy rolled her eyes. “Yeah, you can count on us.”

      “Great. And… one more thing.” She waited until both were looking at her. “Everything with my parents, my exile… I’m going to be asking around. If either of you know anything you haven’t told me yet, now would be a good time.”

      Both shook their heads. Elena wasn’t sure she bought it, but nodded and headed for the window. When people saw she was serious, they would start talking more. Halfway out the window, a soft knock came from the door. She paused, turning back.

      “The hell is that?” Wendy eyed her husband, who was standing still, blood drained from his face.

      Finally, he muttered, “I think that’s for me. Maybe. I’ll take care of it.”

      Wendy gave him a look that said she wasn’t buying it. She marched to the door and threw it open. She took a step back, caught off guard. Whatever she was expecting, it wasn’t this. Elena moved back into the room to have a look.

      Two men in dirty, moth-eaten, three-piece suits stood in the doorway. While she hadn’t had much interaction with their kind, she knew them. They belonged to a group who called themselves the Civilized. They had made their mark as a gang that made its mark through the acquisition of funds rather than territory. They kept out of the battles between warlords, lending money to all of them. As such, they’d avoided being true allies or true enemies with anyone. Rumor had it that even Sabin was hesitant to mess with them. What they lacked in muscle, they made up for in resources and outstanding debts. Every person with any power in Wicker City owed them a favor or two.

      Both bowed elaborately as the door opened further. They wore smiles that didn’t quite reach their eyes.

      “A pleasant afternoon to all three of you,” the closer one said. “If we might step inside, we have a matter of some import to discuss with our dear friend Alex.”

      Wendy stepped up next to her husband. “Alex, why are these dipshits on my doorstep?”

      “Ma’am, the Civilized make it a point to never go anywhere we haven’t been invited.”

      Elena budged into the doorway, putting herself between Wendy and the Gentlemen. “Then you’ll make it a point to get the hell out of here before you get blood all over your fancy outfits.”

      The man smiled, but only with his mouth. “An understandable reaction to an unannounced visitor. But we have, in fact, been invited.”

      Both Civilized Gentlemen stared pointedly at Alex, their polite smiles frozen on their faces. One eyed Alex, giving him a tilt of his head.

      “Would you like to share the details of our arrangement, good sir?”

      “Alex…” Wendy was staring at him.

      Alex held up his hands. “Okay, listen. I borrowed some money.”

      “From the goddamn Civilized? How much?”

      “If I may interject, the current balance is eight hundred silver,” the Civilized Gentleman said. “Including interest, of course.”

      Wendy went pale, clearly shaken.

      Elena stepped in, all business. “When’s it due?”

      The second Civilized Gentleman said, “That would be the reason for our call. The appointed and agreed upon date has arrived.”

      “Wendy, you have some money, right?”

      Wendy frowned. “Yeah. I’ve got, I don’t know, one hundred saved up.”

      “Actually…” Alex shook his head. Apparently, they didn’t.

      “Don’t you tell me that,” Wendy said.

      “Wendy, I’m doing important work,” Alex said. “And it’s not cheap.”

      Elena stepped forward, pushing the Civilized Gentlemen back slightly. “You know who she is? Who her brother is?”

      The first Civilized Gentleman nodded. “We do. Otherwise we wouldn’t have been so generous in the amount of our loan.”

      The second nodded. “Her brother himself authorized the Civilized to operate in Wicker City. He declared our contracts legal and binding.”

      Elena grabbed the closest Civilized Gentleman by the front of his shirt. “I don’t think he meant for you to shake down his brother-in-law.”

      The other nodded. “Ma’am, as Sabin himself has often said, the law applies to all.”

      “And any physical action taken against us while enforcing said contracts would be a violation of the Peace Charter, would it not?”

      Elena let go of his shirt. Reluctantly. Peace Charter? She glanced back at Wendy, who gave her a subtle nod. Apparently, there was a lot to learn about this new way of doing business in Wicker City.

      “What happens if we don’t pay?” Wendy asked.

      “The contract with your husband is rather broad,” the gentleman said. “We can take his house. Or his hands. Or his life. Or any combination thereof.”

      Elena licked her lips, about sick of this asshole. “You want to take anything, better bring a hell of a lot more guys.”

      He sneered. “We are not without compassion. The contract allows for a single twenty-four-hour leniency period.” Turning to Alex, the gentleman bowed. “Use it well. Full payment within twenty-four hours, or we return to take your hands.”

      As they left and Wendy turned on her husband with a string of expletives and punches, Elena took it as her cue to leave. Apparently, there would be more issues to deal with than simply finding her answers and investigating the Knox murder. Now she had her friends to look out for.

      Elena was returning to her room, figuring a bit of rest on her cot would do her good and give her a chance to strategize. She reached the corner, about to turn to the stairs of the red-brick building, when a hooded girl walked up to her and dropped something. Not missing a step, the girl kept moving.

      A message from the Sisters of the Wind? Elena knelt and picked it up. She ducked into her stairwell and held up the piece of paper. An address.
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      Kevin reconvened with Young Tom a few blocks from the wall. The boy was stoic as always. He hadn’t even shed a tear at his father’s funeral. It wasn’t surprising that he wasn’t responding dramatically to watching a clandestine meeting between his boss and a stranger from the Elsewhere.

      “Well?” Kevin asked.

      “I watched him for five minutes. He walked straight back to a tent a quarter-mile away. He spoke to no one. He never even looked back.”

      Kevin nodded. It was no different than he’d expected. Still, he would have been a fool not to have the man observed as he left the meeting. The man who didn’t take the proper precautions deserved what happened to him—that had always been Kevin’s philosophy. “Good. You did well.”

      They walked back to Sabin’s base of operations in silence. That was another thing Kevin had come to appreciate about the boy. Unlike so many others, he didn’t need to hear himself speaking all the damn time.

      The guard at the gate stepped aside as he saw them approach. He told them that Sabin was in his quarters. As Kevin was about to walk past, the guard leaned in and spoke in a low tone. “You may not want to go in there.”

      “Is he in a mood?” Kevin asked.

      The guard hesitated. “Difficult to say. But he is making a hell of a racket.”

      Kevin nodded and made his way to Sabin’s quarters. His warlord’s moods had never bothered Kevin. As long as he remained on his toes and avoided saying anything altogether stupid, the chances of Sabin doing anything more than snapping at him were slim.

      “You want me to wait out here?” Young Tom asked when they reached Sabin’s door.

      Kevin considered it, then shook his head. If the boy was going to have any sort of career in Wicker City, he was going to have to get used to dealing with warlords, even when they were in foul moods. He knocked once, then pulled the door open and walked in, Young Tom close at his heels.

      They’d only crossed the threshold when a terrible clatter rang out, like metal slamming against metal. Sabin let out a whoop that may have been joy, anger, or pain. Kevin exchanged a glance with Young Tom and kept moving.

      When they reached the kitchen area, they finally spotted Sabin, along with the source of the noise. He was hurling a metal cup at a huge tower of other metal cups on the other side of the room. He wound up and let the cup fly. It slammed into a cup near the bottom, bringing down an entire stack. He glanced over, spotting Kevin, and he broke out in a wide smile.

      The warlord was in a mood all right, but not a bad one. He was drunk and almost giddy. “Kevin! Get over here! You have to try this.”

      Kevin shuffled to a table and sat down. “I’m afraid I’ll have to pass.”

      “Fine,” Sabin said, sinking into another chair. “But at least have a drink with me.”

      “That I can agree to.” He waited while Sabin poured him a cup of mead.

      Young Tom cleared his throat softly. “I supposed I’ll be going if there isn’t anything else.”

      Sabin’s eyes settled on him. “There is actually. I need you to do me a favor. Have a drink with us.” He grabbed another cup off the tower and began to pour.

      “Sabin, the boy’s thirteen.”

      “Then he’s old enough to hold his liquor.”

      Young Tom hesitated, then sat down next to Kevin and brought the cup to his lips. He took a big gulp and then suppressed a cough.

      Sabin chuckled and turned his attention to Kevin. “The meeting. How’d it go?”

      “It went quite well. I think we have a deal.”

      “And the sample? You tried it?”

      “I did,” Kevin said with a smile. “Top quality.”

      Sabin whistled and shook his head. “Those crazy bastards. They have five pounds of New Gold lying around, and what do they do with it? Not give it to their soldiers and send them to knock our walls down. No. They keep it locked up in a vault.”

      “It’s hard to blame them considering their history. Generations of leaders driven insane by the stuff. I almost think they’ll be glad to have it gone.”

      “And we’ll be glad to take it.” The warlord shook his head and downed the rest of his mead in one long pull. “How about us? Think we can do better than Springtown with the stuff? Or will I abuse it and go insane too?”

      “I think you’ll be able to handle it. You understand the danger. And the hope it represents.”

      “Indeed.” Sabin poured himself another tall cup. He gave Kevin a long look. “We’ve seen some things, you and I. Done some things too. Remember the man on the north wall who thought he was a god? What was his name?”

      “Gerald the Broken.” Kevin hadn’t realized how drunk Sabin was until that moment. He only got nostalgic about their bloody past when he was truly wasted.

      “That’s right! Appropriate too.” Sabin turned to Young Tom. “They call him that because we broke every bone in his body before we killed him. Had to send a message, you understand.”

      The boy nodded.

      “Good. I’m glad to see you get it. Not everyone of your generation does. Things were different when I was coming up. It doesn’t seem like that long ago, but you’d be amazed with how different this city was. They sold people. Children. Like it was nothing.”

      There was a hint of sorrow in his voice now.

      “Sabin, maybe now’s not the best time,” Kevin said.

      The warlord waved the thought away. “The boy has to understand. See, Young Tom, they took my Sister. That was the start of it. But Kevin and I got her back. We had to hurt some people to do it. Seems like we’ve been hurting people ever since.”

      Kevin took a sip of mead to hide his frown. This was the cycle with Sabin when he drank. Get happy. Get thoughtful. Get melancholy. Then came the merciful sleep. They just needed to wait it out.

      “We didn’t do it ‘cause we wanted to, though,” Sabin continued. “There was a purpose. See, sometimes you have to hurt a few people now, so many people don’t get hurt later. You have to live hard, so others can live soft. Understand?”

      Young Tom nodded again, though he looked a little confused. The heavy beverage was hitting him fast.

      “I think this city can be a better place.” Sabin was slurring his words now. “So much better. We’ve come far, but we’ve only just started. The rest of my life, I’ll be working toward that goal. Toward…toward making it a city like in the stories. An example for the rest of the world. What’s the saying? A city on a hill.”

      With that, he raised his glass and knocked it back once again.

      Kevin sipped in his mead and waited. He knew it wouldn’t be long now. He was still feeling the effects of the New Gold he had pinched earlier, and he felt the rest of the pouch in his pocket, almost calling to him. But he had to wait.

      Sabin nodded toward Kevin. “This guy thinks I’m some sort of—what’s the word—idealist. He thinks it can’t be done. He thinks the world is too far gone to ever get back to real civilization. But we’re going to show him, aren’t we, Young Tom.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And the New Gold is going to help us. We’ll bring peace not just to Wicker City, but to the outside too. To the whole…the whole region. The world.” Sabin’s eyes were growing heavy, each blink a little longer than the last. “We’ll show them all what the world can be.”

      He spoke no more, but it was another two minutes before his head finally drifted to his chest. Kevin gave it thirty more seconds, then stood up.

      “Come on, boy. We need to help him to bed.” He grabbed Sabin under one arm and hauled him to his feet. “Don’t be shy. Get in here and help. He won’t wake up now.”

      Once they’d laid Sabin in his bed, Kevin walked Young Tom to the door. “Go home now. A boy your age with drink in him is likely to do something stupid. Resist the urge.”

      “Yes, sir.” The boy paused. “Do you think it’s possible? What he said about making a better world?”

      “I don’t know. But he thinks it’s possible, and that’s what matters. Now go home.”

      Young Tom nodded and headed out down the dirty street. Kevin turned back and closed the door. Part of him wished he was headed home too now, but there was little chance of that. Things were happening fast now. And he had somewhere he needed to be.
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      Elena got ahold of Rodin and managed to borrow one of the few messenger bikes used to get around in the city by Sabin’s crew. Not many had them, but he told her he could make it work. Before long, she was cruising through the main streets, making good time. She had received the mystery address from the hooded girl. Assuming she had been with the Sisters of the Wind, Elena didn’t want to waste any time.

      Along the way, she wondered about the Civilized Gentlemen and their connection to Alex. If he was in trouble, she would have to find a way to intervene. First things first, but Wendy was her friend and, by proxy, so was Alex. Even if he was a bit of a turd.

      She reached her destination and got off her motorcycle. Taking a breath to regain her focus, she glanced up at the roof, then eyed a reflection in a window to spot behind her. Without a doubt, she was being followed. For now, she would let it go, wait for them to reveal themselves.

      With a quick check of the address, she instead went for the building right next to it. Halfway there, she had another idea. She wanted to see about getting a better look at her follower after all and give them a chance to see her.

      Off to her right was what one little boy apparently thought was a park. Rusted metal and old trash made it quite the adventure, and he was balancing on a couple of bricks when she approached. She found an MRE cracker in her bag and handed it over.

      “Take it.”

      He looked at her like she was going to kill him, then a moment of hope before he snatched it and ran off.

      “You’re welcome,” Elena muttered.

      She glanced back at the rooftop, then slipped behind a tree. Possibly two followers, she realized, certain she had seen the silhouette of someone up there, along with the one she had seen in the reflection. Another glance, and then she went into the wrong building. She darted up the stairs and to an abandoned room on the next floor, then used the balcony to jump over to the correct building. Maybe they wouldn’t see that.

      From there, she climbed to the next balcony over and entered. She snuck through a small condo that seemed lived in but unoccupied for the moment, then darted into the hallway to find the apartment on the address.

      The door was cracked, as if it had been busted in once or twice and then repaired. She checked the paper with the address to confirm. This was the place. A long hall of apartments, a flickering light overhead. It budged open easily enough.

      She was poking her head in, when a face appeared, eyeing her with beady eyes, barely visible in the darkness. Wild hair outlined it, like that of a beaten-down lion.

      “You alone?” he asked.

      She hesitated, then nodded.

      “The Sisters of the Wind said you’d be by.” He motioned her in. “The name’s Rat. Next time, try knocking.”

      The dark apartment smelled like old sneakers and wet dog—or rat—and had a pile of broken-down boxes in one corner. What for, Elena couldn’t imagine. Elena glanced around the room. Run down. Needles scattered on the floor.

      He turned to her, motioning to a kitchen chair. “Also said you might have some goodies for someone with information.”

      “I don’t deal in those sorts of goodies.” A noise from the back. “Are you alone?”

      Rat smiled as the door opened and two figures emerged. One was a lady who looked at the point of starvation, the other a guy who had apparently eaten all the food she had missed out on. He carried a crowbar.

      “The problem is, the girls said you could help,” Rat said. “And we need that help.”

      Elena eyed him, feeling her rage burn. “You help me or don’t, but I don’t deal in your kind of goodies.”

      “I have information,” he said, leering, taking a step toward her. “The type you want.”

      Shit. Somehow, she needed to make this work. “What sort of info?”

      “I know who you are. Know why you left, and—”

      With a massive thud the door slammed open, soldiers entering the room with batons drawn. Behind them, Elena would recognize the large form of her father any day.

      “The HELL?!” Rat shouted, and dove. He wasn’t running, though, but going for a weapon. What followed was Elena backing up, eyes darting between her father and the fight that was commencing. The soldiers versus Rat and his two in a storm of punches, kicks, batons, and blades.

      The woman and her large friend didn’t last long, as soon the soldiers had them on the floor, beating them bloody. Except, the woman managed to pull herself out of their grip, rolling to a stand and then bounded into the kitchen. A soldier pursued, a second later blown back and out as she emerged with a black-market blaster. Not so different from the one Alex had been tinkering with.

      “Holy shi—” another soldier started, but she shot a hole in his face, another into the hand of the soldier at his side.

      The next shot missed, and then the blaster jammed with two loud clicks. The scrawny lady hit the side, hoping that would do it, but never got a chance to find out. Instead, a soldier had her by the legs, slamming her to the ground. She managed to get the blaster up and squeeze the trigger. Instead of firing, though, it exploded to send body parts of both of them flying.

      The fat guy freaked out at this, gaining extra strength that he used to bash two soldiers’ heads together. He turned on Kevin, but her father moved around this guy like an old MMA fighter, a knee here, an elbow across the temple, and a quick take-down followed by a ground-n-pound that shook the room. There was something unnatural about the way he moved. Too fast, seemingly guessing the movements of his opponents.

      She knew that advantage first hand—he had to have his own stash of New Gold! He had always been a badass, but this was next level. Too bad, too, because she had started to think she might be the only one with access in the city.

      His soldiers stared in awe as blood spurted, the fat guy twitching… then dead. But her father kept going.

      “Dad! DAD!” Elena tried to pull him off, but Kevin shoved her back so that she slammed into the far wall before falling to the floor with a groan. Sharp pain ran up her side, but it wasn’t anything serious.

      Finally, Kevin sat back, hands bloody. His eyes went from the corpse to her, then he grunted and stood. One of the soldiers found a jacket and brought it over for him to clean his hands.

      Elena pushed herself up, totally caught off guard by all this. “What was all this for? This was my deal, right? Sabin himself gave me the order to figure this out.”

      Two soldiers emerged from the side room holding Rat between them. He was beaten bloody as well, breaths coming raspy and forced.

      “This one gives us answers,” she said. “We need him.”

      “What makes you think—” Rat started, though he seemed mostly out of it.

      Ignoring him, she continued. “This one gives us answers, and you let him live, got that?”

      Kevin eyed her, brushing himself off as if the blood was just a bit of dust. “These folks are scum. They have nothing for us.”

      “I disagree.”

      A tense father-daughter stare down followed. Rat lifted his head, eyes darting between Kevin and Elena, uncertain.

      Elena turned to Rat. “You do realize your mouth is the only thing keeping you alive right now, right? I’d advise you start using it.”

      Rat breathed deep, shoulders sagging. “What you’ve seen so far... It’s nothing compared to what’s about to hit Wicker City.”

      “So, what? Someone’s taking out Sabin’s men to...?”

      “That was just the opening act. They made a move to distract Sabin, so they could take him down directly. They mean to kill Sabin, then take over this hell-hole of a city.”

      “But you don’t know who.”

      Rat shook his head.

      Elena waved a dismissive hand to the soldiers to let him go, which they did, but only after Kevin nodded.

      Rat disappeared out the window with one last horrified glance into the room. She had wanted more information, but not with her father in the room. Not with him acting the way he had.

      Staring up at him, she shook her head in disgust. “This is bad.”

      Kevin put a hand on his daughter’s shoulder, but she pulled away from him.

      “We’ll take care of it from here, quietly,” he said, almost a whisper. “Just sit back now and let me take care of it.”

      Another moment of offended glaring, then she stormed off.

      “Elena, that’s an order!” he called after her.

      She was pissed, realizing her father hadn’t changed one bit. He was still a beat-’em-bloody-and-hope-that-leads-to-results kind of guy. The bloody mess she had witnessed was undoubtedly going to be one of many.

      For now, at least, she needed to simply be as far away from him as possible. Get some rest, then get back at it when she’d had a chance to clear her mind. This was a shit show, and for some reason her father had been following her.

      She was going to have to have a talk with him about boundaries.
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        Twelve years ago

      

      

      

      Kevin hunched in the shadows for twenty minutes, watching Darby through the grimy window, before he made his move. He waited until the man was sitting down at his kitchen table, his back to the window. Then he charged, throwing a heavy trash can through the window. The glass shattered, and Darby jumped up from his seat and looked out into the darkness, his eyes wide in the dim candlelight of his kitchen.

      Kevin moved slowly, standing up to his full height as he stepped through the window. Darby looked older than Kevin remembered, but maybe that was just the shock of having a trash can fly through his window.

      The older man retreated until his back touched the wall. He ran a nervous hand through what remained of his salt-and-pepper hair. He stood nearly six-inches shorter than Kevin.

      “You know who I am?” Kevin asked, keeping his voice flat. No need to add in extra theatrics. The guy was frightened enough already.

      “Kevin. You’re Kevin Matheson.”

      “Then you know what I want.”

      Darby swallowed hard. “I don’t know anything. Gibbons fired me two months ago. Before any of this started.”

      Kevin took a step closer, letting a bit of menace creep into his voice now. “But you worked for him for fifteen years. I’ve been to his main base of operations. Plus his home and the homes of all his top lieutenants. I need to know where else to look, and I’m guessing you know about every safe house he has.”

      Darby let out a sigh. The fear seemed to be fading, replaced by acceptance. “You’re right. I know the location of every safe house, and I’ll tell you about all of them. But can I ask one question first?”

      Kevin nodded. “Quickly.”

      “This kid, Sabin. Is he worth it? You’ve got a wife. A young daughter. You piss off Gibbons, you’re putting your family at risk. All for what? Some upstart wannabe warlord with a couple of city blocks and no keys to his name? Maybe you should consider coming to work for Gibbons. He’s a guy who’s going places.”

      “Sabin’s worth it.” Kevin had long considered the question, so didn’t need to give it much thought. He nodded to the lit candle on the table. “Now are you going to tell me the location of the safe houses, or do I need to get creative with that candlestick?”

      Darby answered without any further delay, giving Kevin five addresses. Five possible places Sabin might be held. Kevin stepped back out the window. Gibbons had captured Sabin two days ago. Kevin believed he’d keep the man alive and execute him in the streets on Saturday when most people were out to bear witness, but that was little more than a hunch. He needed to act tonight.

      Kevin probably should have been angry at Sabin. The young man had struck out alone, going after Gibbons personally. He should have assembled his troops, or at least waited for Kevin. He’d basically handed himself over to Gibbons. Still, Kevin couldn’t help but admire the kid’s nerve. That combined with his undeniable charisma made Kevin believe wholeheartedly that Sabin’s future in Wicker City was incredibly bright. He might be able to take over the entire north side of the city. In his wildest dreams, Kevin sometimes considered he might be able to do even more than that.

      The first two safe houses were a bust, but he hit pay dirt on the third. He knew it the moment he spotted the place from half a block away. Two big guys stood near the door, each of them holding a baseball bat. Kevin had seen these two before—they were two of Gibbons’ top guys. Not the sorts to be guarding a door unless there was something special inside.

      Kevin drew a deep breath and marched directly toward them, his hand going to the pistol in his waistband. Ammunition was rare in Wicker City, but he’d stockpiled a few dozen rounds—he had the feeling he was about to use a good chunk on them.

      He was halfway to them before the men noticed him. They exchanged a surprised glance. Then the one on the right took a step forward, raising his bat. “Hey, what are you—”

      Kevin fired, putting a bullet through the center of his forehead. The other man only had time to take a half a step back before Kevin fired again, putting a round through his head as well. With the two guards dead, he stepped to the door, opened it, and walked right in.

      The place was dimly lit with low-wattage electric lights, and it smelled of sweat and piss. He made a quick search of the ground level and found no one. This surprised him. Surely they must have heard his gun. He grabbed an ancient, rusty waffle iron from the kitchen and headed for the stairs. He threw the iron, and it landed halfway up the stairs with a loud thud.

      A man peeked around the wall, his weapon aimed at the source of the sound. By the time he had shifted his gaze to the shadows at the bottom of the stairs, Kevin had already taken aim. He fired twice, putting two bullets in the man’s chest. The man collapsed, tumbling down the steps.

      When the body settled on the last step, Kevin crouched behind it, waiting to see if anyone else would appear. When no one did after thirty seconds, he hurried up the stairs. To his surprise, no one was waiting for him at the top either, but he saw a light under the door at the end of the hall. Whoever else was in this house was likely in there, waiting to put a bullet through him as he stepped through the door.

      He thought a moment, then went back downstairs and grabbed the body. Thankfully, the man was probably only a hundred and fifty pounds, tops. Still, lugging him up the stairs wasn’t easy. Back at the top, he positioned the man in front of him, holding him like a human shield. Speed was his friend here. He needed to move fast, striking before they understood what was happening.

      Body held in front of him, he charged. He and the dead man crashed into the door, breaking the flimsy wood around the frame. He heard gunshots as he entered the room and felt the impact of them slamming into the dead body in front of him.

      He took in his surroundings quickly. Sabin sat in the corner, his face bloody and beaten, his hands tied in front of him. And there in a chair across from him was the man himself—Gibbons. He was over fifty, practically ancient for a warlord, and he had to weigh close to three hundred pounds.

      Kevin let the dead body fall, snarling as he raised his weapon. But before he could fire, he heard a gunshot and felt something sting the back of his shoulder. He stumbled forward, sprawling onto the floor. He rolled as he landed, desperately trying to regain his breath, cursing as he realized he’d dropped his gun. He looked back at the man who’d apparently been hiding next to the door, and immediately recognized him—it was a south-sider named Peter who’d recently come to the north side and quickly become one of Gibbons’ top guys.

      Peter took aim, ready to fire again, but Kevin already had his feet under him. He sprang up, lunging at the man. He grabbed Peter’s wrist and twisted hard. The pistol clattered to the floor. But even as his right hand was being twisted, Peter threw a neat jab with his left, catching Kevin square on the nose.

      Kevin ignored the pain and the water filling his eyes. He wrapped his arms around Peter and drove hard with his legs, slamming him into the wall. Peter let out a grunt, struggling to get free. Kevin forced him down to the floor, then let go with his right arm. He jackhammered his fist into Peter’s face five times, knowing he was injured and needed to end this fast.

      “Stop.”

      Kevin looked up and saw Gibbons standing behind Sabin, holding a gun to his head. He let out a grunt of frustration and released Peter.

      “Good,” Gibbons said. “Now stand.”

      Kevin did so slowly, his hands raised. He looked at Sabin. “Sorry. Tried my best.”

      “Noted,” Sabin said. He curled back his busted lips in the weak attempt at a smile.

      Gibbons shook his head. “I’m not sure which of you is dumber. The one who tried to attack me on his own, or the one who came to save him. I guess it doesn’t matter. You’ll both be executed in the streets. That should put a damper on any of your friends getting ideas when I take over your territory.”

      Peter struggled to his feet. He spit blood onto the ground at Kevin’s feet.

      Sabin looked Kevin in the eye, and Kevin suddenly knew what the kid intended. He readied himself.

      Gibbons nodded toward Kevin. “Tie him up, Peter. We need to—”

      Sabin threw back his head, slamming his skull into Gibbons’ face. It wasn’t enough to cause any real damage, but it surprised the fat warlord, and that was all Kevin needed. He surged forward, grabbing a pistol off the ground and raising it in one quick motion.

      Sabin leaned forward, ducking down, giving Kevin his shot.

      Kevin fired, and once again his aim was true. The bullet went through Gibbons’ eye and out the back of his head, splattering the wall with blood and brain matter.

      As soon as he saw Gibbons was down, Kevin spun, looking for Peter. But the man was already disappearing through the doorway.

      “Should I go after him?” Kevin asked.

      “No,” Sabin answered. “The guy’s a weasel. Let him go. Hopefully, he’ll run all the way back to the south side. Mind untying my hands?”

      Sabin didn’t thank Kevin, and Kevin wouldn’t have expected him to. It wasn’t their way. It was weakness, and they both knew where that path led.

      Kevin crouched down and went to work on the ropes. “Looks like his territory is ours now. If we can hold it. We need to start planning fast. The other warlords will move in as soon as they hear Gibbons is dead.”

      “I don’t care about any of that right now,” Sabin said. “They have Wendy. We need to get her back. When that’s done, then we will concentrate on everything else.”

      “Sabin, this is a big opportunity. I’m thinking we buckle down and get ready to defend our new territory. Then we’ll get Wendy back.”

      “No. Wendy first. That’s how it is.” He paused, looking Kevin in the eye. “Do I have your support on this?”

      Kevin finished untying the rope, letting it fall to the floor. “Of course. In that case, we have two more safe houses to check tonight. Let’s get to work.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Kevin looked back at that day, the day that had changed it all, as he walked the streets of Wicker City twelve years later. Back then, the fight to take control of Wicker City had been visceral, something that pumped through his veins as surely as his blood. He’d need that passion back for what was coming next.

      The next few days were bound to change his life as surely as the day he’d saved Sabin had. But first, he needed to get through the Passing ceremony.
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      Part of Elena felt lost over what had transpired with Rat. As far as she had known, she’d had a real lead. Her father hadn’t trusted her, had people follow her, and then… came storming in and killed a man and woman while scaring off Rat.

      Now this man with possible information was in hiding, and she needed to find him. She had no doubt he knew more than he had been willing to say with her father and the brute squad there. For now, she was sticking to the stickier parts of town, mostly on the border between the north side and south side. If he hadn’t crossed yet, she imagined he might. While Sabin ran everything within the city walls, he and his direct underlings were much less likely to cross over into Peter’s territory, or at least she figured that’s what Rat’s thinking would be. Anyone on the run or looking to stay out of sight would be best served on the south side. So far, though, no sign of him.

      She was asking around, though not too much, so as to avoid raising suspicion. Nobody was willing to talk, and more than once they recognized her. The alleys here all reeked of piss, some with hanging Chinese lanterns, others with a woman or two standing about in skimpy skirts. It shouldn’t have come as a surprise to Elena that Sabin allowed the skin trade to survive in the city, but as a child, this was one area she actually had been sheltered from. Maybe it had been her father’s one good point in parenting. Or just coincidence.

      A woman passed and caused Elena’s head to snap over, eyes narrowing. Stopping at a street vendor just past one of the scandalous women was Wendy! Elena walked over, standing at her side with hands on her hips, and waited.

      Wendy turned, eyes widening a split second but then returning to normal as she attempted to hide her surprise. “Elena.” She motioned to two seats and sat.

      “For you?” the man behind the cart said.

      Elena glanced up at the banner that showed several ramen bowls but shook her head. She started to regret it, watching as he handed Wendy her food, but didn’t plan on lingering long.

      “I never thought I’d see you here,” Elena said, gesturing around.

      “Meaning you come here often?” Wendy offered a half-smile, but there was sorrow in her eyes.

      Wendy turned to her bowl of ramen, moving noodles and pork around with her chopsticks. Something was weighing heavily on her.

      Elena cleared her throat. “If this is about the money, we can find a way, you know I won’t let you down. We’ll figure it out.”

      Silence.

      “Tell me you aren’t here trying to borrow more to pay that off,” Elena said. “Just... go to your brother.”

      Wendy finally looked up, shaking her head. “You think you know him so damn good? Let me tell you, you don’t know a damn thing about this city anymore.”

      Elena stared. Where was this coming from? Wendy looked like she was about to snap Elena’s head off and devour her insides.... Breathing heavy... glaring.

      Wendy took a deep breath. “I’m not myself lately.”

      “You coulda fooled me.”

      Wendy took her chopsticks, picking up some noodles, before putting it down on the seat. “Just... I’m sorry.” She turned to leave, but paused. “You don’t have to worry about me. I’ve got it figured out.”

      She walked off.

      Elena remained, eyes checking her surroundings as she tried to figure it out. It hit her—Wendy would only have one reason to visit the sketchy parts of town. It wasn’t about loans or anything like that. She was looking for her daughter! The girl had vanished long ago, before Elena’s original arrival in the city. To think that the woman might still be looking for her was gut-wrenching.

      Or maybe it was just that she wanted a good bowl of ramen. Elena considered the bowl, a hand on her stomach as it rumbled. She took that untouched bowl of ramen and dug in. It was her third bite that gave her the idea of where to go see next. Someone she hadn’t considered because it had been so long. But he had his ear to the ground, in many ways. He’d always shared juicy gossip with her and had even been the first to warn her of danger, even before Thomas came that night. She finished the bite of juicy pork, feeling the grease on her lips and closing her eyes to enjoy the moment.

      She pushed her bowl away, considering the man who’d earned his nickname “Pork.” He made the best food in Wicker City, if you asked her, and as much as she loved ramen, she wasn’t about to go pay him a visit with a full stomach.

      She made her way over, still using the motorcycle she had borrowed from Rodin. On the way, she wondered about that day she had received the news of her parents. That had been while Lilly was with the Sisters, but before she was old enough to really follow all of the politics. If Elena could find out who had led Thomas to believe her parents were dead, maybe then she could trace the information back? She had been certain she had seen him with Peter, though, so the answer might very well have been as simple as an attempt by Peter. Given the timing of it all, that made sense. But she needed to put the pieces together, first. No assumptions like that in this game.

      Elena found the restaurant where it had been all those years before. It was, surprisingly, in better shape than she remembered it. Hopefully, that didn’t mean the food would be worse. So often the rundown, hole-in-the-wall restaurants were the best, after all.

      She approached the white storefront sticking out of a brick building. With a steel door and boarded up window, it had tattered remains of a black awning hanging overhead.

      First, she tried the door, but it didn’t budge. She rapped on the metal with the back of her knuckles, but as it didn’t create much of a noise, gave it a kick. Memories of this place came flooding back as she took a step around to try and peer through the boarded-up window. Mostly she remembered being by herself, as Wendy had always refused to lower herself to this level, and most of the Sisters of the Wind would only eat in the shadows of secret passages. Being her father’s daughter had allowed her the freedom of going out in public without worrying too much. Or so she had thought, until the moment when everything had gone to hell.

      A piece of metal pulled back, revealing a peephole. A moment later, the steel door opened and a short man with a huge beard stood in the doorway. She recognized him by his chubby cheeks and crescent eyes, though the beard was new.

      He stared at her in disbelief, then a smile spread on his face and he threw his arms wide. “Hey, long time no eat!”

      Elena stepped inside, waiting as Pork pulled the door shut behind her. The long, thin room was lined with empty tables, the heavy smell of fried food hanging in the air.

      “Little early, but I can throw a plate together for you,” Pork said.

      “That’s not why I’m here.” Still, she smiled, knowing he was going to whip up something anyway, and she would eat it with joy.

      Pork gave her a skeptical look.

      “Just whatever’s handy.” Elena followed him into the kitchen. “No need to go out of your way.”

      He stepped into the back and threw some meat onto the grill, where it sizzled instantly. She leaned against the gray counter where dishes were stacked in racks, watching him work his magic. She eyed him, debating how much this guy had changed over the years. Far as she could tell, he was the same old Pork. Usually she could act tough, but the smell of his cooking brought her to a primal place.

      “It’s good to see you,” he admitted, flipping the meat and giving it time as he eyed her. “I heard rumors you were back but refused to believe it until I saw with my own eyes. What they did to you…”

      That perked her right up. “You know anything about that?”

      He shook his head. “Only what you know, I’d imagine. And that someone was spreading lies. It’s a shame. A damn shame.”

      She nodded, figuring maybe there was more there from him, but she could work it out later. First things first. “You hear about Knox?

      Pork nodded, moving the meat to ensure it didn’t stick, then adding more grease. “Damn shame. Man sat at the same table every Thursday. Good tipper. They get the guys who did it?”

      “Working on it.”

      He eyed her. “You?” A grunt. “I try not to get mixed up in that political stuff. Damn shame though.”

      He pulled the meat off the grill, dropped it on a plate, and slid it to Elena. She picked up the meat with her fingers, ignoring the heat, and took a bite. Closing her eyes and savoring the taste, she was brought back to one afternoon when she had been eating there and two of the warlords had entered to enjoy a meal. Then one of their sons followed, a boy of about fourteen who caught her eye immediately. The two had gone out back to share their Reubens together. The next time they met had been to run along the rooftops of the in-between, the area separating the north side and south side.

      Risky and mysterious, the boy had talked about how he and his father were going to rise up in the city to become one of the most powerful families in Wicker City. He had pulled her aside to the shadows and been her first kiss, promising to bring her and her family up with his rise.

      That had all been dashed to pieces when he ended up dead one day at the hands of the Red Strikes, and then the war broke out that tore apart his father’s legacy. Before long, the boy’s father had been cast out, left to fend for himself in the Elsewhere. The man went on a crutch, one of his legs now gone, along with his hoped-for empire and son.

      It had been Elena’s first lesson of what life really was in Wicker City and the beginning of her hatred of the Red Strikes. When their fall came not more than a year later, she had stolen a bottle of champagne and shared it with those of the Sisters of the Wind in their teens. Younger than that felt wrong.

      She finished her meat, realizing that Pork had begun cleaning, leaving her to get on with it.

      “How much?” she asked, realizing she had never paid him before.

      Pork waved a hand, not even looking up from his work. “On the house. Outta respect for your dad.”

      Elena wiped at her mouth with her sleeve. Back to business. “Something about your place I remember… Something I noticed and always found interesting.”

      “What’s that?”

      Elena nodded. “I see all sorts of people come and go here. Most of them are the types who can afford your prices.”

      “My customers don’t complain about the price. Only place in Wicker City you’ll get real pork. Ask anybody.” He started scrubbing the stove with a bristle brush, eyeing her with what looked like suspicion. She shouldn’t be surprised, she supposed, as she had been gone for years. Leaving as a teen to come back as she had, she was likely to raise many more eyebrows.

      Elena held up a hand. “Don’t get me wrong, your food’s worth what you charge. It’s just that some of the people I used to see? Ain’t no way they can afford your menu.”

      Pork leaned back against the wall, picking at food in his teeth. “There’s lots of forms of currency.”

      “And information is one of the most valuable, am I right?” Elena grinned.

      Pork stared, a bit colder now.

      “That respect for my dad you mentioned?” Elena eyed the building, some of the finer paintings on the walls. Most people didn’t have time for such luxuries as paintings, but somehow Pork made time and room for them. “Does it extend to you sharing anything that might help us with the Knox thing?”

      He turned to her, cleaning and all done with. “There’s this one thing. But I’d like to keep all my appendages, so you heard it Elsewhere.

      “Tell me.”

      “Way I heard it,” he hesitated a second, eyes on the closed door, then the boarded-up window, “the Civilized recently came into enough money to keep them in those weird suits of theirs for the next decade.”

      Them again? She didn’t like that this group was poking their heads up so often lately. When she had left, they were wannabes. Nobodies who weren’t lacking, though.

      “The Civilized always had money.”

      Pork shook his head. “Now they have more. They’ve made it known they are looking to buy property.”

      She had to consider that they could be making a move but didn’t see the connection. “The Civilized didn’t do this.”

      “And Knox always looked the other way for them.” Pork shrugged. “I’m not saying it was them, but I’m telling you what I hear. Might not even be related. But…”

      “It could be.” She nodded her appreciation, then licked the last of the juice from her fingers as she considered this. Finishing, she was glad to see the man handing her a fairly clean towel to wipe her hands. “Thanks, Pork.”

      His smile had finally returned. “You want to thank me, come visit sometimes.”

      She smirked. “What, you lonely?”

      A serious, almost sad look crossed his face. “These days, most everyone is.”

      She nodded at that. Giving him a wave, she headed off, sure she would be back before too long. If not for the company, for more of his cooking.

      With so much talk of the Civilized Gentlemen, she made their part of the city her next visit. A few stops to ask around, and soon she was on her way. It was not surprising that they kept their streets much better than the area she had just come from. The storefronts were clean and had a solid layer of brown paint, so that they all matched, with the occasional necktie hanging from a streetlamp or fire escape as a sign of whose territory this was.

      She stayed to the outskirts, moving in the shadows and watching as a couple of men she didn’t recognize entered a rounded doorway. Others exited, meeting a lone man in a square on the far side of her visibility. Nothing out of the ordinary, but they certainly did appear to be busy.

      Watching them grew dull after a while, so she decided that she would gather more intel about them before attempting a concerted recon mission. Find out who the main players were, follow them, and see if there was anything to be seen.

      It was as she was leaving, about to hop on her bike two blocks over, that she noticed Alex. He was emerging from a pawn shop, quickly darting into a side street, and moving fast. She sprinted, moving faster to intercept.

      Getting a view of him, she watched as he noted a man in a suit and ducked back around a corner to hide.

      “It’s that bad, is it?” Elena asked, stepping out of the shadows.

      Alex looked like he was about to have a heart attack, hand over his chest, eyes wide. “Dammit, Elena.” He stared at her a moment, then said, “You won’t tell Wendy?”

      “I—”

      “It’s just that, I believe I’m really onto something here, if I can just find the right energy source. Someone has to know something.”

      “You’re talking about that blaster thing you were making?” She glanced around, making sure nobody was nearby.

      “I’m fairly certain it has something to do with the Great Downfall.” He must have seen the skepticism in her eyes, because he stepped closer, talking faster as if he needed to convince her. “It came so fast, moved in on us like a plague…but it wasn’t a plague or any sort of natural disaster, was it? Some force from far away, with incredible weapons. Weapons like this!” He patted the bag strapped over his shoulders. “If I could get it to work, who knows what we would be capable of.”

      “Problem is, that’s a big if, isn’t it?”

      He looked away and let out a long sigh. “It might be, after all.”

      Elena let that linger, then changed the topic. “I’ve been thinking about Wendy. You notice anything off about her?”

      “Off.”

      “Is she… okay? Mentally, healthy and all that.”

      Alex frowned. “Far as I know.”

      She nodded. “Make sure.”

      “She’s off doing whatever she does,” he said with a dismissive wave. “Sister of the most powerful man in the city, she doesn’t need my babysitting.”

      Elena couldn’t help but laugh. More of a scoff, really. “Last time I saw her she was working pretty hard to save your neck. I’m legitimately worried about her, Alex.”

      He made eye contact at that, holding her gaze. “Well, I’m not. Much as she likes my neck, she likes her own a lot more. That woman’s a survivor. One of the things I love about her.”

      Elena turned, about to leave, but stopped. “Let me ask you something. Why would somebody impale Knox on a fence post?”

      “You want my opinion?” He looked perplexed at that. Apparently, being the husband to the Sister of Sabin, he was often overlooked. “Only one reason I can think of. Shock effect. Someone’s sending a message.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought too.”

      “I’ll guarantee he was dead before they put him up there. Hard enough to impale a guy on a fence post without him squirming around. Shame though, Knox was one of the smarter of those guys.”

      “True,” Elena admitted. “We need more like him. Strength may be enough in the short term, but smarts always win in the end.”

      He grunted, checked around the corner to make sure he was clear, then glanced back. “You ask me? I’d take timing over both of them. The right move at the right time, you can beat both the powerful and the brilliant.”

      She nodded, and that made her check the sun in the sky. It was starting its descent, and she had been keeping tabs on Sabin. She knew where he would be shortly, and figured it was time to pay him a visit.
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      After a long afternoon spent preparing for the Passing ceremony, Kevin returned to Sabin’s base of operations to find his boss sitting at a table, arm wrestling. He walked in without a word, nodded to the others, and took a seat at the table.

      “All right, who’s next?” the warlord asked.

      Kevin had only seen one match, but from the smile on Sabin’s face, it was clear that he was on a winning streak. He was about to volunteer himself to see if he still had it in him to show these young pups a thing or two when someone else spoke up.

      “I’ll go.” It was Kravitz, the most muscular guy in a crew full of muscular guys. You had to be strong to make it as one of Sabin’s inner circle, and Kravitz was the strongest of them all.

      “Maybe not a good idea,” Kevin said. “Enough with the fun. We’ve got the ceremony tonight.”

      All eyes in the room went to Sabin. He was silent for a moment, then he broke out in a laugh. “Sure thing, Krav. Let’s see what you got.”

      Kevin frowned but said nothing. Choosing his battles had never been Sabin’s strength. And accepting a challenge from a guy who you couldn’t beat? That was just plain dumb.

      Kravitz slid into the seat across from Sabin and placed his massive arm on the table. Besides being bigger than Sabin, the guy was also nearly a decade younger. “Whenever you’re ready, boss.”

      Tension hung in the room as the other men around the table began to grasp what was about to happen. They were probably wondering how they were supposed to respond when their boss got his ass kicked.

      “I’m always ready.” Sabin put his elbow on the table and gripped the big man’s hand.

      Youst, an older guy with a shock of red hair, placed his hand over the hands of the arm wrestlers. He looked each in the eye, confirming that they were ready. Then he pulled his hand away. “Go!”

      Sabin went to work immediately. From the tension on his face, it looked like he was pressing with everything he had. Kravitz’s hand wavered, but only slightly. The big man began to press, and Sabin’s hand moved slowly but surely toward the table. A large vein stood out on his forehead as he tried to turn the tide, but it wasn’t happening. Only a few seconds after it began, Sabin’s hand touched wood. He had lost.

      For a long moment, the room was silent. Then Sabin reached forward and clapped the other man on the arm. “Well done. Glad you’re on our side.”

      “Thanks,” Kravitz said. If he’d stopped there, things would have been fine. But he didn’t. “Don’t feel bad, boss. You’re just getting old. No one can be the best forever.”

      Kevin was in motion before the words finished leaving the man’s mouth. He lashed out with his right leg, kicking the chair out from under Kravitz, sending him sprawling to the ground on his back. Kevin stomped on the chair leg, breaking it off. Then he scooped it up and dropped a knee onto Kravitz’s chest, knocking the wind out of his lungs. He pressed the jagged wood of the broken chair leg against Kravitz’s neck hard enough to draw blood.

      “That man is your warlord, understand?” His voice was a deep growl.

      Kravitz’s head moved in what might have been a nod, though it was difficult to tell since he could barely move his head without driving the splintered wood deeper into his neck.

      “That means you live or die at his whim,” Kevin continued. “You dive in front of a bullet for him ten times out of ten. He asks you to jump off a building, you do it without asking why. He is your better. Always has been, always will be.”

      “Okay,” Kravitz managed to groan.

      Kevin didn’t move. “Convince me you understand.”

      “I understand.”

      Kevin stayed where he was for another ten seconds, then slowly got up, never breaking eye contact with Kravitz. “You can go.”

      Kravitz slowly stood up. Kevin watched him carefully. A big guy like that—a guy who was used to trusting his strength—might just try to make a move. But he didn’t. He just slunk toward the door. That meant he wasn’t just strong; he was smart. Somehow, that worried Kevin even more.

      When Kravitz was gone, Kevin looked up at the others. “That means all of you. Go.”

      They cleared out without a word. The last one shut the door behind him.

      Sabin wore an amused smirk. “Was that necessary?”

      “You’re damn right, it was. A guy like Kravitz? Young, likable. Already shown he can beat the boss at a test of strength. What the hell were you thinking?”

      “Come on. Kravitz… You don’t have to worry about him. He’s solid.”

      “He’s exactly the type you do have to worry about. He might get ideas that he doesn’t want to be part of the inner circle forever. Maybe he wants to run things. I had to squash those ideas before they even formed.”

      “Fine.” Sabin’s expression turned serious. “But watch how you talk to me. Even when we’re alone. What you said to Kravitz holds true for you too.”

      Kevin bowed his head. “You’re right. I was out of line. I hope you understand it was all in service of watching your back. You have to take these things seriously. Not just Kravitz, but whoever took out Knox. Something is happening here. Someone could be gunning for you.”

      The warlord let out a joyless laugh. “When aren’t they? How’s your daughter doing with her investigation, anyway? Found anything?”

      Kevin shook his head. “Nothing usable. She’ll keep working on it.”

      He reached out and patted Kevin on the arm. “We’ll get through this. We always do.”

      “Until we don’t.” Kevin sighed. “Look, sorry to be doom-and-gloom guy. It’s my job.”

      “Understood.” Sabin pushed back his chair and stood up. “Speaking of your job, is everything ready for tonight?”

      Kevin felt the tension start to leave his body. Here was a topic he was far more comfortable discussing. After all, he’d spent the entire day preparing, not to mention the countless meetings over the past few weeks. “We’re ready. There was some disagreement between Urich and Dalvin about the order, but we got it settled.”

      Sabin shook his head. “Worse than children.” He paused. “I want to ask if we really have to do this, but I know what you’ll say.”

      “Oh yeah? What will I say?”

      “First, you’ll remind me of everything we went through to get the keys, about all the good people who died along the way. Then you’ll remind me that the ceremony was agreed to in the Peace Charter. And that if we drop our standards and let this part of the Charter slide, other parts might as well. How am I doing?”

      “A little too well. That’s pretty much exactly what I would have said.”

      “Ah, but you wouldn’t stop there.” Sabin paced the room, looking at the ceiling as he spoke, as if imagining the scene. “You’d say that it’s not just because it’s in the Charter. It’s also a reminder to them of how they lost their keys, what they promised, and what will happen if they go back on their word.”

      “And then I’d be finished?” Kevin asked.

      “Well, by that point you’d notice that I wasn’t really listening, so you’d stop talking.”

      “Sounds accurate.”

      Sabin stopped and turned to his old friend. “Anything I need to do before the ceremony?”

      “Just show up on time. I’ve taken care of everything else.”

      “Good. In that case, I’m going out to dinner. How’d you like to join me?”

      Kevin chuckled. He had to admit that blowing off a little steam before the big night seemed reasonable. Sabin tended to get in a foul mood before these things, and the fact that he wanted to go out at all was a good sign. Still, there were things to do, preparations to make. “Do I have to?”

      “You don’t have to like it. But you do have to come. Your warlord has ordered it. Let’s go eat.”
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      This evening’s objective wasn’t Elena’s typical stick-to-the-shadows-and-hope-not-to-get-noticed romp. No, she needed to play up her role and look the part. Using half of the tokens she had earned as an advance and obtained through Rodin, she found herself as nice a dress as one could buy in Wicker City. Nothing as fancy as the old billboards showed, but when she stepped out onto that rooftop restaurant she was decked out in a royal blue raven suit. All the fashion in the years before the war, this suit had shoulders that spread out like raven wings, layers of cloth that fell in pleated fashion, and had the look of elegance with the mobility of a ninja.

      Considering what she had planned, it worked perfectly. People in the city were already starting to recognize her, to give her deference because of who her father was, and the fact that she worked for Sabin now. If she was going to get the answers she needed, dressing the part only made sense.

      Her escort—one of the bouncers who worked for Sabin—gave her a nod as he returned to his post, the hostess taking over. As the petite woman eyed her outfit approvingly, Elena’s eyes roamed the rooftop. She had only been there once, about a week before her world had fallen apart. It hadn’t changed one bit.

      The rooftop was lined with vines along the walls, lights hanging in strings, and several torches scattered throughout. She took all this in with a bit of disdain, especially so when eyeing the chandelier over the covered portion of the restaurant, near the crystal glasses and bottles of wine. Such decadence when so many lived in poverty had always sickened her. Now she needed to pretend to fit in, at least until she could find a way to never again have to rely on it as a crutch.

      “There,” she told the hostess, apparently cutting her off mid-sentence as she had been about to guide her to another table.

      “You cannot,” the hostess started, but met Elena’s stony gaze and cleared her throat. She glanced to her side where an older man had appeared and given her a nod. “My apologies, Miss…?”

      “Just call me Elena.”

      The hostess smiled, maybe registering the name, and then led her over to one of the several empty tables surrounding Sabin and her father where they dined. It was probably safe to assume they weren’t empty due to a lack of customers, as the guard had led her past several of Wicker City’s upper class who had been waiting for tables.

      Sabin looked up from his steak to see her and grinned. “What a pleasant surprise. Join us—there will be enough for all, I’m sure.”

      She accepted, ignoring the steely glare from her father, and took her seat. Her eyes remained focused on Sabin. The man often had a cold, ruthless aura to him, but up here it was like all of the weight of leading Wicker City was gone. His smile was like a gentle fire on a cool night, his eyes like lanterns to guide her home.

      When her father cleared his throat, she realized she and Sabin had been staring into each other’s eyes for a good half-minute, so she looked to the glass of wine a waiter finished pouring for her.

      Picking up the glass and placing it to her nose, she took a whiff, smiling. “You don’t get this in the Elsewhere.”

      “I wouldn’t suppose you would,” Sabin said, taking a sip from his glass. “What brings you here?”

      “Only an interest in being as diligent with my duties as possible.” She sipped the wine. Gods, was it good! Smooth, almost chocolaty but not sweet, with hints of oak and cherry. “For example, what do you know of the Civilized Gentlemen? Their rise to—”

      “Peter’s behind this,” Sabin cut her off. He set his glass down, forefinger and thumb rubbing the stem as he eyed her. “You need to prove it.”

      She frowned, caught off guard. “These things…they don’t really work that way.”

      “Don’t they?”

      A staring match followed, during which she started to worry she was losing what she had come here for. To gain his trust, get into the inner circle more than merely in name, and find out everything she could about both aspects of her investigation. This man basically wanted her to pin the murder on his enemy, a warlord he could make a move against, but doing so without reason might earn him new enemies.

      “Sabin, what if whoever is out there can actually get to you?” She leaned forward, not afraid to let a little cleavage show when with this man. “You need me to get to the bottom of this, so that you don’t have to worry.”

      “I need you…” He let the words linger, and though his eyes didn’t fall from hers, she could tell he was making an effort to keep it so.

      Her father cleared his throat and pushed his chair back. “If you’ll excuse me.”

      “Kevin,” Sabin said, seemingly relieved at the excuse to turn his attention away from Elena. “Where do you think you’re going?”

      “To take a piss.” Her dad walked off, clearly agitated by this game she was playing.

      Sabin watched him go, then turned back to Elena and put a finger on the table, as if pointing to the answer. “If it’s not Peter, that implies something we don’t want it to imply.”

      “Meaning?”

      “I don’t know, not exactly. An inside job? Some of my guard on Peter’s payroll?”

      She raised an eyebrow at that, a quick glance at the guards standing by the internal garden, always vigilant.

      “Hit up Peter’s payroll,” Sabin said. “See if there’s anything in the records.”

      “You mean, get my head chopped off.”

      He smiled but shook his head. “Such a pretty head at that, it would be a waste. That said, if it happens, we’ll have war. So don’t let it happen.”

      Her jaw fell, her eyes blinking. Had he seriously just complimented her, maybe even hit on her, in the same sentence as telling her he was willing to take the risk of her death in order to get what he wanted? Or was he saying it wouldn’t come to that? She closed her mouth, jaw clenched, and wondered at this man. When she was younger, she had feared him, but also looked up to him as almost a god.

      Now, as a young woman, she wasn’t sure what to make of him. He was a killer, no doubt about it. Ruthless at times, but also a great leader. A man she could imagine spending time with, finding a sensitive side to.

      A tall, thin man approached the table. She recognized him, vaguely, from years before. He wore a suit and had his hair combed over to try and hide the fact that it was thinning. As always, it didn’t work. As he eyed her and then turned to Sabin, he compulsively wiped his hands on a rag

      “Mr. Sabin? I’m sorry to interrupt.”

      Sabin was eyeing the man like he had just taken a bite out of his steak, but then broke out in a smile. “Frank! Don’t be. The place looks great. When did you plant the flowers?”

      The nervousness from Frank, apparently the owner, melted away. He even allowed a smile as he turned to Elena.

      “He wonders about the flowers,” Frank said. “Without Mr. Sabin, there wouldn’t be no flowers. No fresh food. This would be just another rooftop littered with trash.”

      Sabin chuckled at that, noticing Elena’s eyes on him, then turning back to Frank. “You had a little to do with the success of this place, too.”

      “Three years ago, you think I could have started a restaurant? You think I could have even gotten the food, let alone held onto it without guys coming out of the woodwork to steal it?” Frank put a hand on Sabin’s shoulder with affection.

      Elena started to react, but Sabin didn’t seem to mind, so she relaxed.

      “This guy has done real good in this city,” Frank continued. “And he’s just getting started.” He took his hand away and started compulsively rubbing it on the rag again. “I’ll let you get back to your conversation.”

      The man returned to the double doors that likely led into the kitchen.

      Sabin kept his eyes on the man until he was gone from sight. “The place is Frank’s whole world. He doesn’t see how things really are out there. It shouldn’t be this damn hard.” Sabin returned his attention to his food and gave Elena a dismissive wave of his hand. “Let me know after you check out Peter’s payroll.”

      She stared at him, about to leave when he paused, seemingly caught off guard by the fact that she was still there, then reached out to put a hand on her arm.

      “You ever have a pet? A dog?”

      Elena frowned, confused. “No. The hell’s that have to do with the price of tea in China?”

      “What?”

      “It’s a saying, long ago. I don’t get it either, but China was a country... doesn’t matter. Where’re you going with this?”

      He pulled his hand back, looking out at the dark clouds. “Before all this, I had a dog. Fluffy, cute little golden doodle.” His eyes flitted over to hers, narrowing. “Tell anyone that, I’ll be the one taking your head.”

      “You could try.” She meant to be playful but worried it came off as more nervous.

      He shrugged, giving in that she was a badass. “That dog was loyal to the last minute, right before she tried to bite my hand and I snapped her neck.”

      “Something’s wrong with you.”

      “Oh?” He laughed. “Just... Don’t try to bite me, Elena. And make sure no one else does either.”

      She stared, any sort of infatuation vanishing as the pitter-patter of her heart turned from curiosity about him to worry. This guy was a monster, and she needed to never forget that.

      “Yeah, sure... But you remember who your true friends are. That bitch probably loved the hell out of you... Shit.” At that she stood, took another swig of wine, and then walked off.

      “You’re looking into it?” he called after her.

      She set her glass down on one of the empty tables, glancing back. “Figured since I lost my appetite, might as well.”

      On her way out, she passed her father. He was leaning against the wall, watching her and the whole exchange. As she passed, he shook his head, barely perceptible, but didn’t say a damn thing.

      She made it to the stairs, exiting, and smiling to herself. He hadn’t trusted her, had followed her, and messed with the investigation. So the hell what if he didn’t like her interrupting his fancy dinner.
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      Dinner at Frank’s restaurant was so delicious that even Kevin had to admit the meal was time well-spent. Sabin spent the whole time avoiding any talk about the upcoming ceremony and joking about the old days. Kevin waited until the last possible moment and then gently suggested to Sabin that it was time to go.

      Twenty minutes later, Kevin and Sabin trudged up the steps to the top of the east wall, the highest in the city. As soon as they reached the top, a cold wind slapped against them, stinging the skin on Kevin’s face. He was dressed warmly for summer—a leather jacket over a wool shirt—but still the icy air made its presence felt.

      From the dour expression on Sabin’s face, it was clear he too was feeling the effects of the weather. Not that he would have been smiling in the most pleasant of conditions. Sabin hated the annual Passing Ceremony, and he probably would have canceled it by now if not for Kevin’s insistence. The warlord went along with it, but not without complaint.

      “Anyone’s late, we mount their head on a pike.”

      “I approve of this plan.” Kevin glanced down at his watch, an old family heirloom that had been passed from generation to generation. As a boy, he’d stared at it on his father’s wrist, wondering at the strange symbol and the word, Omega, on its face. “Two minutes until Urich shows.”

      Sabin scowled and said nothing.

      They waited for the start of the ceremony in silence, watching the staircase on which their first supplicant would arrive.

      When they had thirty seconds left, Kevin turned to Sabin. “Happy anniversary.”

      “You too,” Sabin said. “Three years of peace. It’s longer than some rulers get.”

      “Probably longer than most.”

      Just as the second hand of Kevin’s watch touched the twelve, Urich appeared on the staircase. He moved slowly, limping along, his left leg dragging behind him a little. Sabin had given him that injury, as well as the jagged scar that cut across his face from eyebrow to chin. But that was all in the past.

      Urich wore a thin gold chain around his neck, a large key hanging from it. Normally, that key belonged to Sabin, but Kevin had given it back to Urich the previous day for the purposes of this ceremony.

      When Urich reached them, he glanced at Kevin. Kevin nodded, acknowledging that it was time to begin. The scarred man bowed his head and cleared his throat.

      “I come before you with the key to the south west gate. Once, I controlled the gate as well as that part of the city. Now, on the third anniversary of our Peace Charter, I once again offer you my key and my loyalty. Let this be an annual reminder of the vows I’ve sworn to you.”

      With that, he took the chain off his neck and offered it to Sabin. The warlord took it and put it around his own neck.

      “Thank you, Urich. I accept your vow of service. And so the Peace will continue. I am the Warlord of Wicker City. My second- in-command is Kevin Matheson. In this city, you stand above all other men but the two of us.”

      Urich reached out his hand and the two men shook. Then Urich shuffled off.

      “One down,” Sabin muttered when the scarred man was gone.

      Dalvin, the lieutenant of the west side, was the next to arrive. The ceremony played out again, with Dalvin vowing his loyalty and handing over the key, and Sabin reasserting the hierarchy in the city—Sabin, then Kevin, then the lieutenants.

      Wade came next. He was the youngest of the lieutenants, and perhaps the most bitter even three years after his surrender. He’d been seen as something of a wonderkid before Sabin had defeated him. He might still carry a grudge, but Kevin made sure he didn’t have enough power to do anything about it. Grudge or not, he said the words and passed his key just like the others.

      McDowell was the fourth arrival. He was a towering man who stood nearly seven feet tall. His expression was always the same, guarded and unreadable. He’d controlled a gang that some had considered a cult. It had been built on stoicism. Unlike the rest, he’d shown no emotion when he surrendered three years ago, and he showed none when he said the words that night.

      Then, McDowell was gone, and there was only one lieutenant left.

      Kevin glanced over at Sabin. He looked odd with the four large keys hanging around his neck. They appeared to be more of a burden than a gift. But the warlord stood ramrod straight—if the weight of the keys bothered him, he didn’t let it show.

      A moment later, Peter stepped out onto the roof. The key around his neck was larger than any of the others, a sign of the size of his territory. He marched up to Sabin purposefully and looked him in the eyes for a long moment before bowing his head.

      “I come before you with the key to the southern gate. Once, I controlled the gate as well as that part of the city. Now, on the third anniversary of our Peace Charter, I once again offer you my key…” He paused, clearing his throat. “I offer my key and my loyalty. Let this be an annual reminder of the vows I’ve sworn to you.”

      He slowly took the key off his neck and handed it over.

      Sabin regarded him for a moment before replying. “Peter, I accept your vow of service. And so the Peace will continue. I am the Warlord of Wicker City. My second-in-command is Kevin Matheson. In this city, you stand above all other men but the two of us.”

      The two men shook, and Peter headed back down the staircase without another word.

      “See?” Kevin said. “Was that so painful?”

      Sabin didn’t answer. Instead, he walked to the edge of the wall and looked over.

      Most anyone who stood on the top of this wall looked outward, past the massed gathered near the gates and toward the Elsewhere. When you spent all your life inside a city, it was only natural to wonder what was outside and to take a look when you got the chance. But Sabin was different. He always looked inward toward the city. His city. Wicker City was his world. It was all he cared about. He lacked the common curiosity most had to learn about the outside, perhaps because he knew how many problems there still were to solve within these walls. It was one of the things Kevin respected most about the man. Most warlords were driven by a mindless need for power and resources. Sabin truly wanted the best for his people, though he was often willing to go to extreme measures to bring his dream into reality.

      “You were right about tonight. It did bring me clarity. It reminded me what we came through to get here.”

      That surprised Kevin. “Good. I’m glad.”

      “And you’re right about the New Gold, too. Once we close that deal and take delivery, we’re going to build Wicker City into something spectacular.”

      “Yes. We certainly are.”

      Sabin looked out over the city and its dim lights, some from candles, some from lanterns, and a few from electric bulbs. Then he turned to Kevin. “I’ve been lax lately, but that’s over now. I’m taking this seriously again. Starting with Elena’s investigation. I want daily updates.”

      “Won’t be a problem.” Once again, his boss had caught him off guard. Normally, he just let Kevin handle such things.

      “She’s a good one, that daughter of yours. You’re going to have to tell her the truth soon. About Thomas Young. And about her mother.”

      Kevin swallowed hard. “Yeah. I know. I didn’t want to lie to her. She just surprised me, showing up like that.”

      Sabin shrugged. “I’m not judging. I’m just telling you what has to be done. Make it happen.”

      “I will.” Kevin had known since Elena arrived that he needed to have that conversation with her. He just kept pushing it off further and further. But Sabin was right. It had gone on too long.

      Sabin turned back toward the city. “I sent her to investigate Peter.”

      Kevin raised an eyebrow. “Really? That’s a dangerous assignment.”

      “She can handle it.” He kicked at a small rock, sending it tumbling over the side of the wall. “I made a decision tonight as Peter was handing me his key. I decided that he’s dangerous. This can’t continue. If Elena finds anything, we’re going to act. If there’s even a shred of evidence he had anything to do with Knox, Peter has to die.”
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      Elena rubbed her eyes with one hand, her other steering the bike. She had spent more of her reserves on a dark-purple, wide-brimmed hat and matching coat, figuring she would need them with the cold wind that had picked up. Now she was driving on her way to a south side neighborhood, one that was in Peter’s territory and therefore best avoided, but she had a job to do. The order from Sabin to check into Peter’s books was one she almost wanted to push back on. It was bullshit, and she knew it. She was supposed to find out if anyone was documented as being a mole within Sabin’s ranks. No way was this guy stupid enough to leave information like that lying around. Not after surviving in Wicker City this long.

      Still, she had her orders and was going to see what she could find. Maybe there would be some other form of related evidence. A yawn told her all this moving around at night was getting to her. Too many sleepless nights, too many questions, and too much stress weighing her down.

      Often when going from north to south, following the streets along the old metro line was the safest. But to go unnoticed, two blocks east made more sense. The wind was picking up, and she cursed as a gust caused her to swerve, nearly going into a pothole. The streets had gone to hell long ago, and a glance to her right showed one of the metro cars hanging from the metro line above. That specific car meant she was close—it had earned a reputation after becoming a middle ground for gang wars years back. Fighters would meet at it, and often the losing side’s leader’s body would be stripped and hung on display inside the car. Hence, the red stain on the street below, and the name, the Red Circle. “Meet at the Red Circle,” people would say.

      Nowadays, it was where a lot of the city’s lower class gathered, sleeping in abandoned buildings and hanging out on the streets. Many of them shouted obscenities while petting their dogs—minds long gone.

      She went another two blocks, then veered over to the main crossing point that led into Peter’s territory. A figure appeared, rifle in hand, and two more stepped out from a makeshift wall topped with concertina wire.

      Rodin was among them, waving her down. With a frown, she pulled over next to him, dismounted, and stared, waiting. He didn’t have the authority to stop her, and they both knew it.

      “What’s the deal?” he asked. “You know where you’re headed, I suppose?”

      “Above your paygrade,” Elena replied.

      He eyed the bike. His bike, which she had borrowed. “She treating you well?”

      “Anytime you want to come for a ride, let me know.”

      The words sort of slipped out, and she couldn’t help but notice the way his eyes widened, then the half-smile that formed on his lips. She hadn’t meant to flirt with the guy, and now that she was thinking about it, wondered how he saw it. The first time they met, she had been nude, after all. A quick glance made her wonder why she was so opposed to the thought of flirting with him. He wasn’t bad on the eyes, hair kept cleaner than most men alive and combed to the side in a presentable manner.

      “Listen, Elena…” he started, but she held up a hand.

      “I’m here on Sabin’s orders. Nothing more.”

      He pursed his lips, then glanced at the two guys with rifles on a ledge above. “Don’t go saying that so loudly around here. You know?”

      “I almost forgot, you said when we first met…” She lowered her voice. “Used to be one of Peter’s men?”

      “Exactly, and that’s why Sabin has me on patrol here today. They want me,” he sighed, voice going to almost a whisper, “keeping my ear to the ground.”

      Basically, spying on his old colleagues. If he wasn’t careful, he’d get his throat slit and body dumped back at the Red Circle.

      She nodded, then eyed the bike. “Tell you what—can you watch it for me?”

      “You’re going in low key, huh?”

      “That’s right.”

      “She’ll be right here, waiting for you.”

      “Thanks, Rodin.” She put a hand on his arm. “I mean it.”

      Moving past him and nodding at those with the rifles, she wondered at the touch. Another action that she wasn’t sure why she had taken. Sleep deprivation? Or maybe it was that he was one of her only friends in this city, along with Lilly, Wendy, and maybe Pork. After the way Sabin had ordered her down here, she found herself annoyed. Too many years living as a scavenger in the Elsewhere, she supposed. A tough life, but a free one.

      Orders didn’t sit right with her, not after six years of being so independent. But she would do whatever it took.

      Peter’s compound was all the way at the south end. While Elena would have definitely preferred to ride, moving by foot she could stay out of sight and go unnoticed. If Peter found things missing or suspected foul play, the last thing she wanted was for people to be talking about having seen Elena Matheson drive through. She had Rodin’s companions to worry about, but figured he could handle them.

      That said, she needed to make good time, so after finding an abandoned building to relieve herself, she worked her way up. The rails were mostly abandoned, parts of them crumbling like back at the Red Circle, but she had learned when still with the Sisters that they were a convenient way to travel. She worked her way along the second floor of the building, out onto a crumbling balcony, and jumped over. People below might later point out that they saw a silhouette moving in the night, but that wouldn’t point to her.

      She sprinted as fast as she dared, relying on her own agility and endurance for now. Using New Gold when not entirely necessary was foolish, and it sometimes gave the user a slight glow. Not optimal for the situation. Instead, she continued on as she was, careful to watch her footing and at all times looking out for trouble.

      Several figures stood at a station, one pissing on the tracks, the other two laughing and drinking from bottles. Not the type of people she wanted to be interacting with at the moment, so she moved to the last support beam she had seen, only half a block back, and climbed down.

      At the bottom, a woman sat huddled in blankets against the wind, eyeing her while petting her cat.

      “Trying to get your skull smashed in, running around like that?” the woman cackled. “Dumbass young people these days.”

      Elena wanted to tell her to watch her mouth, but she had respect for the old. Especially older women, many of whom didn’t make it so long in the alpha male, warlord society of the city. Outside was even worse.

      No one else spoke to her as she darted across town to find Peter’s building. It looked like an old bank, she thought, complete with a statue of a bull out front. Greened bronze, not in its best shape.

      Elena had proven herself to be a master at infiltration over the years. She could get into tight spaces, find valuable objects, and exit before anyone knew she had been there. That skill had kept her alive, and now she hoped it would help her get ahead in other ways. It was a quick climb up through the ruined building next door, then finding a ledge where the jump wouldn’t be insane. It worked, and soon she was inside, working her way up a stairwell to where she remembered Peter’s office to be.

      She didn’t expect anyone to be working that late at night, but still she had to be careful. Good thing she was, too, because as she neared Peter’s office, a scream sounded. One foot half-raised, she froze there, listening. Another scream, this time followed by…laughter? Elena frowned, then kept moving as a low hum of music started. Some form of old-school trance music.

      Most of the floor was dark, long-ago abandoned cubicles, but a conference room halfway down had light pouring out from it, shadows moving. That was the source of the noise. A man stumbled out with no shirt, pasties on his nipples and a pink wig on, laughing. Behind him, a woman in a red negligee followed—bald, so the wig had likely been hers. She reached her arms around the guy, pulling him close, and they started making out.

      “Get your asses back in here,” a voice called, and the lady pulled back, finger on the man’s lips, then pulled him by his waistline back into the room.

      Elena shook her head. How could people ever be so… careless? At any moment, their lives could be over. Yet they partied as if it were just another day. Or, maybe that was why they partied, she realized. Why live your life without having some fun if you knew you might die the next day?

      For her, though, she had no intention of dying anytime soon. That didn’t stop her mind from moving to Rodin as she snuck forward, though, and then Sabin. She shook the thoughts from her head, pausing at a cubicle closer to the far office, but opposite the little party. By her guess, the three women she could now see were all from the red-light district. One of the guys was a guard, the other definitely Peter.

      She wondered if Rodin had been brought into these types of parties when he had worked with Peter. Most likely not, as he had likely been fairly low in the pecking order.

      Peter, oddly, sat back in a chair and motioned for the ladies to go for the other guy, laughing as they started caressing the man. Too much seen already, Elena moved for the office. She could have said forget it, gone home to try another night. But she was so tired and had come all this way. She wasn’t about to let that go to waste.

      The office door was open, so she sneaked in. Moving around, eyes occasionally darting back to the light from the party, she did her best to search. That wasn’t saying much when she didn’t have the slightest clue what she was actually hoping to find. There was a book with numbers and names, likely the payroll, but what would she do with that? It wasn’t like he would have notes saying, “Fifty tokens for killing Knox.” So what then? She could take it, compare names with Sabin’s list, if he had one, to see who was on both sides. But overall, she realized, this was completely ridiculous.

      Her finger moved along the page, though, and stopped at one name—Kevin Matheson. That made sense, she figured, because Peter would be paying them security money. Still, it was weird seeing a name she knew. And below that, Rodin.

      She scrunched her nose, not liking to see that. No way was Rodin involved. Yet, the latest payment had been sent over two days prior. He was paying him for something, and repeatedly. There were other names she recognized, too, and she started to feel dizzy. Too many people she knew were getting payments from Peter, so what was he up to. By her judgment, probably enough to warrant Sabin coming after him.

      But she wanted to ask Rodin about it, first. See what light he could shine on her little discovery.

      “You’re in the wrong room, sweet thing,” a voice said, and the man with pasties on his nipples eyed her, fumbling with his zipper. “This is the men’s room.”

      She blinked, glanced around, and nodded. “Yes… yes it is.”

      Quickly ducking out through the door, she did her best not to laugh at the sound of him starting to piss in his boss’s office. When Peter realized the guy’s mistake, the fun would be over, to say the least. It didn’t matter how drunk or high the guard was.

      “Hurry up, big man,” one of the ladies called, and Peter laughed again, only… his laughter sounded like it was moving in her direction.

      Elena ducked behind a cubicle, going on her hands and knees, and glanced out, waiting.

      “Son of a bi—” Peter shouted, and she imagined he had found the situation in his office. Knowing he would be distracted, she was up and running for the exit, very glad to get out of there. She had seen enough to at least know what sort of questions to ask, and to whom.

      She raced back, taking only one breather to grab water, and was almost back to her bike when she heard a, “Pssst.”

      It came from the shadows. Elena tensed, almost expecting a couple of Peter’s thugs to emerge. Maybe they had seen her snooping, followed her back to this point and now meant to rough her up. She clenched her fists, ready to deal with them.

      Instead, the light caught the platinum blonde hair and the pale face of Lilly. She met Elena’s gaze, then turned to walk down the alley. Elena followed, naturally. When they were at a dead end, Lilly spun, hands in the pockets of her long coat.

      “You wanted to meet,” Lilly said. “Since I spotted you here, I figured this place works as good as any.”

      Elena frowned. “What brings you to the south side?”

      “Sister of the Wind business, but… suffice it to say, you’re not the only outsider to have entered the city lately.”

      “Nobody enters the city.”

      “Exactly. And yet, you’re here. So’s this stranger.”

      It hit Elena. “You think someone let him in.”

      “And there’re only a select few who would even have access to do so. Us and the Warlords, to be specific.”

      “So you’re checking out Peter.” Elena nodded, getting it. “Other possibility—a new player? Someone who found your avenues?”

      Lilly scrunched her nose in thought, then shook her head. “Doubt it. We would have heard something, I’d think.”

      She eyed Elena a moment longer, then said, “Know the Orange Square?”

      “Sure.” That was right next to the Civilized Gentlemen’s area. Considering what was going on with Wendy and Alex, a neighborhood Elena had been thinking about paying a visit to.

      “There’s a house on the corner there, the one to the right of the deli. I advise you check it out, ASAP.”

      “That’s all you’re gonna give me?”

      “Until you’re one of us again, I can’t tell you more. You didn’t hear it from me.”

      At that, Lilly pulled back into the shadows, leveraged the side of the building behind her to push up and over the small wall, then vanished over the other side.

      Elena wanted nothing more than to head back to her room, flop down onto her little mattress, and dream of tacos and lemonade. Instead, she found herself on yet another mission. At least the one from Lilly was likely to pay off.

      She went to Rodin, first.

      “Miss me already?” he asked, and then gestured to the bike.

      “Always.” She went for the bike, then glanced back to assess that smile of his. Damn. He was taking the not-flirt as a flirt, no doubt about it. She eyed him, then decided not to play her hand quite yet. She wanted to ask around before directly confronting him about what she had found in Peter’s office. She took a step back toward him. “Here’s the thing, though—I think you need to get word to my dad and Sabin. Tell them there’s an outsider in town, someone moving around unannounced. This could be related to Knox. It could end badly if we don’t act.”

      “On it.” Rodin hesitated. “Stay safe.”
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      The car rumbled down the uneven pavement. Kevin and Sabin sat in the backseat, bouncing along as the tires rolled over countless cracks and potholes.

      “You think we’ll be able to do something about the road after the trade happens?” Sabin asked.

      Kevin scratched at his chin. “I don’t see why not. With that much New Gold, we’ll be able to trade for any material we want. They’ll be coming from every part of the Elsewhere just to get a shot at trading for a few ounces.”

      “We’ll also have to be prepared to defend it,” the warlord pointed out. “Having it is one thing. Being able to keep it is another.”

      Kevin couldn’t disagree. The only reason the folks in Springtown had been able to hold onto it for so long was that no one knew of its existence. When Kevin had learned of their New Gold stockpile, he’d strongly considered taking a force down there and taking the material. But that would likely lead to a siege which would be both costly and time-consuming. So he’d decided to negotiate for it first. To his utter surprise, the Springtown warlord had been open to the discussion, and things had progressed from there.

      And now, in less than a week, they’d be taking possession of possibly the largest stockpile of New Gold on the planet. Kevin was thrilled, and Sabin seemed to be anticipating the changes the New Gold would bring.

      Kevin had noticed a change in his warlord since the Passing Ceremony. He seemed more at ease, but also more focused. It was as if he saw the ceremony as the confirmation that he’d spend at least another year in charge of Wicker City, and that he knew he needed to spend that time wisely. In fact, he’d spent that morning performing a personal inspection of the southwestern gate, ensuring it was properly fortified and that the key Urich had given him worked smoothly. It was the kind of thing they’d done often in the beginning, but not so much for the last year or so. It seemed Sabin was finally getting back in a good headspace.

      “Heard anything from Elena?” Sabin asked.

      “Not today.” He leaned forward in his seat. There was something in the road up ahead.

      “Check in with her. I’d like an update on how the investigation is going. These unanswered questions about Peter…they make me nervous.”

      Kevin wasn’t listening. His eyes were fixed on the windshield. He could see the thing in the road clearly now. It was a stranger. A man Kevin had never seen before. That was rare in Wicker City.

      The man was tall and thin, and he wore only a tank top and ratty green pants. His head was completely bald, and the sunlight reflected off his shiny dome. He was standing in the center of the road, staring at them blankly as they approached.

      “What should I do?” the driver asked. Kevin knew what he was really asking—should I run him down.

      “No.” Sabin was leaning forward as well, having finally noticed the pedestrian. “No need to mess up the car. Pull over and have a chat with him.”

      “Let me help,” Kevin added.

      Sabin shook his head. “He’s got it.”

      The driver started to open the door, but before he stepped out, the man in the street did something strange. He raised his hand, formed it into the shape of a gun, and aimed it at the car.

      Sabin’s eyes narrowed. “The hell?”

      The man brought his hand up, miming the motion of a gun firing, and at the same moment, a real gunshot split the air. A round slammed into the side of the car.

      Kevin was immediately in motion. He dove toward Sabin, covering the warlord with his body, pressing him down, lower, out of the path of any more bullets that might be hurling toward them.

      Another gunshot, and this time Kevin spotted a flash of a rifle along with it. The gunman was on top of a building on the left side of the street half a block behind them. He swiveled his head toward the driver. “Go! Drive!”

      The driver blinked hard, then nodded, slamming the door and shifting the car into gear. The car lurched forward, making no effort to avoid the man in the middle of the road now. The driver gripped the wheel hard. “Stay there, you bastard.”

      Just before the bumper slammed into his kneecaps, the man dove to his right. His timing was just a little off, and the car clipped him mid-air, sending him pinwheeling to the ground, where he slid ten feet, his face scraping against rough pavement.

      “Got him!” the driver shouted.

      “Just get us out of here!” Sabin shouted.

      They were only three blocks from Sabin’s base of operations, and the drive only took a minute. The men at the garage door spotted the car and must have recognized the urgency in the unusual speed they were traveling, because they double-timed it, pulling the door up so fast that the car barely had to slow before disappearing inside.

      The moment the garage door was back down, Kevin hopped out and called to the nearest man. “I want all hands here now.”

      The man nodded, his eyes on the car. “Are those bullet holes?”

      “The shooter was on the roof of the old Fargo building on Damen Ave. There was another guy in the street a block north. Bald, skinny, wearing a tank top. I want our people descending on that block like flies on a corpse. You even see anybody we don’t know, you haul him in. I want a status report in twenty minutes. Got it?”

      The man nodded slowly. Kevin had seen the guy around but didn’t know his name. He was low-level, your standard Breaker. Not the kind of guy used to getting personal assignments from the boss’s second- in-command. Still, he quickly disappeared into the building.

      Kevin went back to the car, where Sabin was stepping out of the backseat. He looked a bit pale and more shaken than Kevin would have expected.

      “You all right?” Kevin asked.

      “Not especially.” His face was scrunched up in a mask of anger, but there was shock there too. “You believe this shit? If this would have happened on the south side, or even near the east wall, fine. I get it. I’m not everybody’s favorite person, especially in those parts. But here? In our own territory?”

      “Yeah, I hear you. Let’s get inside. No telling how many other attackers there might be.”

      Sabin glanced at the door, where some of their men were already starting to rush out. Kevin knew Sabin’s instinct was to jump into the fight, to lead his men into battle. Hiding at home while his lackeys hunted his attempted assassin wasn’t his style. The thing that had gotten him into this position was his decisiveness.

      But these strangers had attacked him in his own neighborhood, in the one place he should have been safe. Sabin was shaken by this unexpected turn of events. That much was clear in the hollow look in his eyes as he stared at the garage door.

      He only looked for a moment, then he turned back to Kevin. “Yeah, okay. Let’s get inside.”

      A wave of relief swept through Kevin. He’d been nervous that maybe Sabin would insist on heading out with his men. But Kevin needed him here tonight. Away from the chaos in the streets.

      The corridors of the complex were eerily empty as they made their way to Sabin’s private chambers. Usually, the place was bustling with activity. It took a small army to keep Wicker City running and many of the most important parts of that army congregated here on a daily basis. But now, with soldiers all combing the streets for the attackers, all that was left were the two men in charge.

      When they reached Sabin’s quarters, they stepped inside and locked the door behind them.

      “What do we do now?” Sabin asked.

      Kevin looked grimly at his warlord. “We wait it out, and we pray that Elena found something.”
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      Working with Lilly, Elena felt there was at least some organization in her life. The Sisters of the Wind kept their heads on right. If there was anyone in the city she wanted as an ally, it was them. She would go investigate this house, while Lilly and her Sisters continued to look for this outsider she had mentioned. Follow him, and see what he was up to.

      Keeping her head low, she parked the bike a block and a half from her destination, then walked over toward the Orange Square. It had earned its name from the orange, rusted look of everything within a two-block radius. Many thought it was a result of some form of chemical attack on the city long ago, but nobody knew for sure.

      At the edge of the square, she eyed the far building rising up above it. One of the Civilized Gentlemen’s, she was fairly certain. Over there, those ties would be hanging and men in suits would stand in protection. So different from just a couple of blocks away.

      Without another moment’s hesitation, Elena approached the building Lilly had directed her to check out. She froze, though, eyeing a figure on the opposite side of the square—Wendy. That woman kept popping up in unexpected places.

      Elena frowned, watching as her friend disappeared into a building catty corner from her own location. To her surprise, the address she was going to was the next block over, and not so far from where Wendy had been going. A coincidence? Not likely.

      Questions filled Elena’s mind as she cautiously walked up the stairs. This time, she actually had to pick the locks to get in. Once inside, a warm breeze told her a window was open, but glancing around she found the source—not open, broken. The glass shattered on the floor below. The living room was missing half a wall. She held a hand to her nose, hoping to block out the smell of mildew.

      In the corner was something with a scent far worse than mildew. The body of Rat, the guy who told her about all this going down. Head nearby, but not attached. She turned from it, feeling like she might be sick. Finding a sheet over a chair, she took it to drape over the head and body.

      “Who wanted you dead?” Elena muttered. She turned to the window, realizing that from here she could see the building Wendy went into. It was starting to make more sense, now. Rat knew something, because this was where he lived. This was where he watched something go down.

      And as Elena stood there, watching, she couldn’t believe her eyes. Wendy was emerging, head darting back and forth to check for peering eyes, but standing tall at her side was Peter. What the hell Wendy was doing with him was beyond Elena. An affair? A conspiracy to take the power from her own brother?

      Elena ducked to the side of the window, suddenly aware that she could be a silhouette, visible, but peeked around. Nobody seemed to have noticed her as far as she could tell.

      Peter was walking away now, two men trailing him. Probably guards. Wendy, however, was slinking into the shadows, running. Elena wasn’t about to let this go unanswered, so she darted out toward the door, insistent on catching up with her old friend.

      Elena was out and moving around the back of the building to avoid being spotted by Peter’s men. She moved down the street like a cheetah after its prey, crossed the road, and went into the next alley over in time to see Wendy’s car starting to pull away.

      “I don’t think so,” she muttered, doubling her speed and reaching for the driver’s side door. She pulled it open, still running, and snatched Wendy from the car in one quick movement. No seatbelt.

      The car kept on, gently crashing into a dumpster with a little clang.

      “The hell?” Wendy asked, chest heaving and eyes wide.

      “You?” Elena stared in confusion. “All this bullshit, and it was you!”

      Wendy struggled, but she wasn’t able to break the grip. Elena was the stronger of the two by far, so Wendy growled, baring her teeth as if about to bite. “Get off! You don’t get to touch me!” She was looking around, frantic, back toward the building in case Peter’s people saw.

      “Just tell me why, before I snap your bitch-ass neck.”

      “Elena, this is me, right? Me! I didn’t sell anyone out, I swear.”

      “Then you better start explaining.”

      Wendy took a moment, seemingly uncertain. “Okay, okay. I was doing my own investigation.”

      “Bull.”

      “You know Peter’s always had a thing for me, so...”

      “And Alex?”

      Wendy shook her head. “I didn’t sleep with the man. Gods, cheat on Alex. Is that what you think of me...? Don’t answer that.”

      “Come on, you can’t expect me to believe this.”

      Wendy pulled out some pictures. “I didn’t touch the man, not like that. But I did get in close... and found these.”

      Looking over the pics, Elena frowned. A woman she recognized. Deena, with one of the Civilized Gentlemen. They were kissing in an alley, her hand down the front of his pants.

      Wendy pointed at the picture. “That’s what we call good surveillance.”

      “So what,” Elena asked. “Deena falls for some Civilized creep and agrees to help take us down?”

      Wendy nodded. “I think so—and Peter is helping us, not working against Sabin. So we find her, we ask the right questions…”

      Elena finally released Wendy. “If I didn’t know you since we were twelve... I’d call bullshit.”

      “But you have.” She indicated the picture again. “We can use this, get her to betray the Civilized, to tell us everything. She’s weak, I know her.”

      Elena stepped back, running a hand through her hair to consider this. Sabin wouldn’t be pleased, but Elena would rather keep him alive than happy. For now, at least.

      “Sure. Keep your eyes open. You find anything else, come to me first.” She eyed the picture, the papers with it—including an address and names. “I’m going to go pay this Deena lady a visit.”

      Wendy grinned. “You got it, boss.”

      Elena didn’t waste any time. Within ten minutes arrived at the address for Deena, the traitor. Her hand gripped the handle of her knife, still hidden, as she turned the doorknob.

      The door creaked open. Unlocked. She entered slowly, nerves on edge. This was too much like before, at Knox’s house, she was realizing.

      And sure enough, there on the floor was the woman from the picture, Deena. Throat slit, lying dead in a pool of her own blood. Elena felt her shoulders slouch, her head hang. This was getting old already.

      A clang sounded from the other room, pulling her back to alert.

      She proceeded with caution, moving around the corner when a form appeared, plowing into her. The two hit the fish tank, shattering glass. Water and fish and glass went everywhere, Elena’s knife clattering to the floor.

      Gasping for air and trying to recover from the shock, she tried to push back and away as a figure appeared on her, a much larger knife than her own at her throat. She struggled with one forearm against his. Breaking free, she clawed at his face with one hand while attempting to get to her pocket with the other, to the New Gold. No luck.

      A glimpse of light caught his red hair, but then she was off, breaking for the door. He lunged and caught her by the legs, causing her to fall to the floor with a thud that sent blotches of light into her vision. One of her legs broke free and she got a kick to his face.

      The man growled and brought his knife down. She rolled, so that it lodged into the floorboards. Taking advantage of the moment, she got a punch to his face, then rolled aside with a yelp as he drew a pistol and shot.

      “Shit!” she exclaimed, the bullet splintering the wall inches from her, and she rolled again, this time crashing through a window as she threw herself out. That stung.

      It was dark, this area unfamiliar to her. A turn left brought her to an apartment complex, but a thud sounded and her pursuer was on the next building over, climbing half-way up to a balcony before turning and shooting at her again.

      She ducked down, then noticed a pair of eyes in the darkness. Beside it, two more pairs. She blinked, realizing one pair belonged to Lilly. The Sisters of the Wind were here, apparently following either the man or Deena, she figured.

      Lilly hissed, motioning for her to follow. Soon the four of them were ducking into a rundown warehouse to her right, following a hallway with fluorescent lights, and ducking into the darkness of what smelled like a slaughterhouse for cattle. Here, Lilly motioned for her to stay, while the other two continued on, running into the darkness beyond.

      “They’ll draw his attention away,” Lilly explained.

      “Shit, who was that?” Not waiting for an answer, Elena had her walkie-talkie out and was trying to reach Rodin, but no luck. It wasn’t getting a connection. “Dammit!”

      Putting it away, she eyed Lilly, who was watching her with curiosity.

      “Thanks,” Elena said. “I need to get to my dad, tell him what’s happening.”

      Lilly stared, apparently uncertain that was the right move.

      “I’ll owe you one,” Elena said.

      Lilly nodded, then motioned for Elena to follow her again. They went through a different hall, out the back of the building, and out into the night. Then to another building, crossing through the city in quick sprints and in half the time it should normally take. Another of the Sisters of the Wind appeared, running at their side, sharing a glance with Lilly, and then the three came to a stop.

      “There,” Lilly said, not nearly as out of breath as Elena.

      Sure enough, they had arrived at the outskirts of Sabin’s base. It was time to report in on the insanity that had just occurred. Before she could say thank you again, the Sisters of the Wind had vanished into the darkness.
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      They had been in Sabin’s quarters for nearly two hours, and Kevin was getting antsy. The only sounds were Sabin’s increasingly pissed off grumbling and the occasional burst of conversation through the radio. Even the game of two-handed rummy they were playing failed to capture their attention. Sometimes a full minute would pass with each of them just staring at their cards, lost in thought, forgetting the game for the larger concerns outside the base.

      Two hours. Two hours and their men had yet to turn up a single sign of the bald asshole and his mysterious sniper friend. The lack of results was putting Sabin in a decidedly foul mood. The concern he’d displayed on first arriving back at the base was gone, replaced with a simmering anger that threatened to boil over at any moment.

      The radio crackled to life, and a staticky voice came through the tiny speaker. “That’s the entire block clear boss. We’ve got a handful of people that saw the bald man and your car, but nobody saw where he went after you drove away. And no one saw the man on the roof.”

      Kevin sighed as he picked up the radio. “All right. Keep checking. Knock on every door, and then knock again. Somebody saw something, and they’ll tell you what if you lean on them enough.”

      “Sure thing, sir.” There was a long pause. “Some of the guys were thinking maybe it would be a good idea to send a handful of guys back to the base. Just in case they try to get you there.”

      “That’s not necessary. We’re locked in tight. Keep looking.”

      Sabin shot him a look and held out his hand. Kevin reluctantly handed him the radio.

      “Send as many back as want to come,” Sabin said into the radio. “This is our neighborhood. Those bastards are idiots for showing their faces here. We’ll catch them in good time, and we’ll string them up right on the street where they tried to kill me.”

      He set the radio down on the table and went back to looking at his cards.

      Kevin tried to resist the urge to argue. Sabin’s tone of voice had been clear; he’d made his decision. Still, he eventually lost the battle to keep his mouth shut. “You sure this is a good idea? Memories fade fast. Or could be they’re still holed up somewhere in the neighborhood, waiting until we ease off the pressure so they can sneak away.”

      Sabin looked at Kevin over the top of his cards. “What’s the only unforgivable sin in Wicker City?”

      “Weakness.” The word sprang to his mouth unbidden, almost like muscle memory.

      “Exactly. And if we start knocking on the same doors multiple times, if we have guys scouring the streets all night long and still coming up empty, we look desperate. And what’s desperation another word for?”

      “Weakness,” Kevin repeated.

      Ten minutes later, they heard the sound of some of the men returning to the base. Heavy boots clomped along the concrete floors and angry voices made their way through the vents and to Sabin’s chambers. All the while, Sabin kept staring at his cards. Not playing, just studying them like they held the answer to this situation.

      A few minutes after that, the radio chirped again. “Boss, somebody wants to see you.”

      Kevin snatched the radio up before Sabin could. “Whoever it is—”

      “It’s Elena. She says she needs to talk now.”

      Kevin glanced at Sabin. The warlord nodded. “All right. Send her in.”

      He went to the door and unlocked it, watching through the peephole until his daughter appeared. She was dirty and disheveled, as if she’d been running with the Sisters of the Wind again. Kevin had been warning her against running with that gang almost since she’d learned to walk, and here she was turning to them again in her time of need.

      He opened the door and waved her inside.

      “You got something for me?” Sabin asked.

      “Maybe.” Elena was slightly out of breath. “Deena. She’s dead.”

      Sabin and Kevin exchanged a glance, but neither said anything.

      “There’s more. She may have been involved with something. Wendy got a photo from Peter of her with one of the Civilized.”

      Sabin’s eyes widened. “Wendy’s helping Peter?”

      “I think she’s just giving him information.”

      “Damn it,” Kevin said. “Deena. Wendy. We’re just adding to the list of suspects now.”

      Sabin barked out an angry laugh. “Are you kidding me? We know who’s behind this. It’s Peter. Everything else is just a smokescreen. He’s making his move, and I say, let him. I’ll make him remember why he surrendered his key in the first place. This time I won’t be so merciful. I’ll make him pay.”

      “Listen,” Elena said, “maybe you’re right, maybe not...but that’s a question for later. I saw the guy who I think did it—a stranger, red hair. And I’ll bet you anything he’s still in the area.”

      “More strangers,” Kevin growled.

      Sabin gave Elena a long, hard stare. “And what about you? You come back to the city after all these years, and the trouble starts shortly thereafter. Odd coincidence.”

      Elena’s eyes narrowed, the surprise and anger clear on her face. “Are you kidding me, right now? I’ve been busting my ass for you ever since I got into the city. I’m here protecting you, and you want to accuse me?”

      “You agreed to work for us, even though you have no reason to trust us. Especially him.” He nodded toward Kevin.

      Kevin held up a hand. “Sabin…”

      “Relax! I’ll let you tell her in your own time. I’m just saying, maybe she’s on Peter’s payroll too.”

      “Wait, tell me what?” Elena asked.

      A gunshot rang out before either of the men could answer. It was close. Somewhere in the building. Kevin grabbed the radio off the table.

      “We heard a gunshot. Report in.”

      The responses came in quick succession.

      “North door, all clear.”

      “South door, all clear.”

      “East door, all clear.”

      Then all was silent. Kevin was about to ask for the west door’s status, but another pair of gunshots rang out. A scream echoed through the building.

      Elena took a step toward the door. “He’s out there, right now.” She took another step, then paused. “Tell me what, exactly?”

      “After,” Sabin grunted, his tone showing she was walking on thin ice.

      Kevin held the radio to his lips. “Everybody fall back to Sabin’s quarters. We’re executing escape plan alpha. We’re headed out. Follow as you are able.”

      “Escape plan alpha?” Elena asked.

      Kevin didn’t bother answering. He led the other two to Sabin’s bedroom, and into the walk-in closet. In the back of the closet, there was a door. Kevin opened it and started down the hidden staircase and into the tunnel below the base.

      “I take it this is escape plan alpha,” Elena remarked.

      “Now I see why we put you in charge of the investigation.”

      “What the hell’s going on, Kevin?” Sabin asked. “Strangers in the streets of our neighborhood? Now strangers in my base itself? How is any of this possible?”

      “It’s not.” Kevin’s voice was thick in his throat as he answered. “It’s unlikely a stranger could get into the city without help. Possible—Elena did, after all—but unlikely. But to get in here? No fucking way.”

      “You’re saying it’s not Peter. You’re saying we have a rat right here in the inner circle.”

      “I vetted all these guys myself, so I don’t know how. But I also don’t see any other explanation.” They reached the staircase at the other end of the dimly lit tunnel and started up another staircase. At the top, they entered an open warehouse. “We should be safe here. All the doors but one are welded shut. There’s a room in the back where we’ll be safe.”

      He led them through the wide-open warehouse area and to a room in the back, featuring only a table and a couple of chairs.

      “So the only ones who know about this place are your inner circle?” Elena asked.

      Sabin nodded. “That’s right.”

      “The same inner circle that we think contains a rat?”

      Kevin and Sabin exchanged a worried look.

      A few minutes later, they heard the other men arriving. Through the small window in the door, Kevin could see them forming a half-circle to protect the room where their warlord was hiding. For a long moment, all was quiet.

      Then another gunshot split the air. Blood splattered the window and one of the men fell.

      Elena stepped toward the door.

      “What are you doing?” Kevin asked. “We need to stick together right now. The three of us…we’re the only ones we can trust for sure.”

      Elena’s gaze flickered to Sabin. “He doesn’t seem to agree. I’m going to end this now.”

      “How?” Kevin asked.

      Elena drew her knife. “With this. Listen, Dad, you have to trust me. I’m sneaky and good with this thing. This is our chance to catch this bastard.”

      Kevin looked at his only daughter for a long moment. Then he nodded. “Go.”

      She eased the door open and slipped out, knife in hand.

      Kevin watched as she disappeared into the shadows of the warehouse.

      “So what do you think?” Sabin asked. “Am I safe here?”

      Kevin didn’t answer. Instead, he just locked the door.
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      Elena moved out into the main room of the warehouse she’d been told to meet at, two guards flanking her. It was on. They’d set the trap, and now this son of a bitch was going down. The lights flickered overhead, as always. She kept telling Rodin he needed to get those fixed.

      With a clang and then spay of sparks and breaking glass, one of the lights went out. Elena motioned to the guards, leading them to the side of the warehouse and between rows of supplies. Rounding a corner on one of the rows, she paused, noting the dead guard at the edge of the next row. A creak sounded and one of her guards spun, pistol ready. Nothing.

      Elena motioned them on, eyes searching the rafters. Movement. A flash of red hair.

      “Up!” she hissed, and the three fanned out to pursue.

      With a small pinch of her New Gold in her pocket, Elena bounded up the casing and leaped, grabbing hold of the rafters to pull herself up. The guards were still working their way up when she went leaping after the attacker. Soon she was kicking off of walls, watching the guy with red hair move even faster.

      He was leaping through beams, and then up on the roof. As she followed, he was there with a kick that sent her stumbling back, but she caught herself. When his second kick came, she blocked and came back in for a counter strike, but he dodged and ran again.

      A shot rang out from behind, one of the guards catching up and firing on the guy. She instinctively reached for a gun that she hadn’t been given and cursed. That could have come in real handy about now.

      Another guard joined them, shooting too, but then the attacker slid, turning to fire back. Elena threw herself down and rolled, hearing a thud as one of the guards fell to the shots.

      The attacker popped up and ran again, but Elena was after him in a flash.

      “Go around that way!” she shouted to the remaining guard with her, indicating the other side of the roof. He obeyed and broke left while she pursued straight on. She didn’t see any sign of their prey, so slowed, eyeing the darkness up there but also looking to see if there was any sign of him running below.

      A movement, clanging on a ladder. She sprinted again, a shot ringing out, and reached the ladder in time to see her prey running below, and a form on its knees below. One of the guards, toppling over, dead.

      She slid down the ladder, took the dead guard’s pistol, and sprinted off in pursuit.

      With flat ground and the New Gold now hitting her, she had the advantage. A quick sprint and she shot at his feet, grazing one of his legs enough to slow him. Catching up at the edge of the next building, she slammed into the guy and pinned him against the metal wall, pistol pressed up under his chin.

      A shout of anger worked its way out of her, followed by her trembling as she resisted the urge to shoot the bastard. “Why are you doing it? Did Peter send you?”

      He simply smiled, then broke her grip and headbutted her before taking off again.

      Elena let out another shout of anger, chasing after him, cornering him so that his only route was back into the first warehouse. She tackled him again, this time throwing him to the floor and sticking a foot on his neck, pistol held with both hands as she aimed.

      “Tell me who!”

      As he struggled, hands reaching for anything he could use for a weapon, he clearly wasn’t about to talk. When he tried to punch her in the crotch, she slammed down her foot, harder than she meant to, resulting in him gasping for air.

      “Dammit!” Elena shouted, and again said, “Who?!” though she didn’t have much hope of him being able to talk like that.

      She took a step back, debating what to do here, and watched as he clawed for her, his last breaths catching, then fading. He was dead. A dead catch meant nothing. He couldn’t give them any information now.

      She’d failed.

      A sound hit her and she froze, eyes darting back toward the front of the warehouse. Sounds coming from Sabin’s office. Something breaking, others shouting. She turned back, running all out to see what she had missed.

      Her feet nearly slipped on the slick pavement, but she recovered, charging into the warehouse and back toward the rear room. She threw the door open, throat burning as she was out of breath and craved water.

      That was nothing compared to the clenching pain in her heart, though, at the sight she beheld. Sabin lay on the floor, hand to his neck… blood pooling around him and covering his arm and shirt. His eyes met hers and he spluttered, trying to get words out.

      Kevin stepped into her line of sight. “You shouldn’t have seen this.”

      At first, she could only process that her father was there, nothing else. She wanted to scream at him, ask him how he could have been there and let this happen. But before she could, her eyes lowered to the bloody knife in his hands. Her gaze returned to the steely expression on his face, the narrowed, ruthless eyes.

      No sign of weakness. And if she showed weakness in this moment, she had no doubt he would cut her down too. She stood tall, wanting to approach, to play some political angle and use this to her advantage.

      But she couldn’t.

      Instead, she stumbled back, eyes moving between the two, then around the room as if she expected someone would leap down on her to slit her throat too. She kept scanning the room till she was at the exit, then turning and running she sprinted back out into the night.

      She didn’t know why she was running, but knew it wasn’t because she was scared of her father, though maybe she was. She knew one thing for certain; she needed to be away from him, as far away as possible. At the moment she hated him and would have used the last of her New Gold to see Sabin avenged. She knew that doing so would likely result in the loss of her mind.

      She couldn’t think of killing her father and the best thing for her to do in the moment was run. But where to? Her heart thudded, breaths coming up short, thoughts meeting a storm of confusion inside that swirled in her head and made her want to vomit.

      Rain fell, wind tossed her hair, throwing the rain at a near-ninety-degree angle. And on she ran. The rain continued, slowing to a light drizzle, glistening in the dark streets and accumulating on her hair and clothes. She was soaked, but still she moved through the streets, figuring that as long as she kept moving, she would be able to figure this out. Her own father had killed Sabin. Wendy had been arriving as Elena left, which meant what? That she was in on it too or had Elena left her there to be caught blindsided? Kevin wouldn’t have any reason to kill her, Elena hoped.

      Somewhere in the distance a gunshot sounded. While that wasn’t so out of place for Wicker City, at the moment it rocked Elena, causing her to go to her knees on a curbside. She stared at her fingers, clenching the wet cement, and took a breath.

      Then another.

      Finally, she nodded, pushing herself up and reminding herself that she had survived the Elsewhere. This whole situation had caught her off guard, and that was messing with her head, but what had really changed? One warlord for another is all. Except, in this case, there had been something about Sabin, something she had always admired and would miss.

      Her father being in power was a scary thought. He was too ruthless, too uncaring.

      She knew where she needed to go, and hoped she would find a friend there. If the Sisters of the Wind had any inkling of what had just happened, she would. Without delay, Elena made her way to the tall building, took each slogging step up the stairwell, and finally reached the door. She leaned against it, listening to her own heavy breathing and trying to process what the new era would look like. No help from Rodin, no freely roaming the streets in broad daylight, at least not unless she made an alliance with her father. After what he had done, though, how could she?

      Elena stepped out onto the rooftop, her meeting spot. No friends, yet. The rain had picked up even in the short time it had taken to climb the stairs. Clouds surged as if in battle above, thunder roaring and then giving way to the purr of the rain. She continued on to the ledge, looking down at the water pounding the pavement below.

      If she were a weaker woman, she could throw herself from this ledge and be done with it. All the confusion and pain, over with. But she was not that person, and never would be. Instead, she crouched, letting the rain wash over her. In that moment, she was one with the night. One with the cold air and the water, and if someone had tried to mess with her, she would have bitten their face off before throwing them down to their demise.

      As it was, she enjoyed the view and the weather, how her perch brought her solace. This spot, squatting like that, reminded her of the first time she had seen Sabin. How she had looked up at his barreled chest and chiseled jaw, flowing hair, and thought how majestic he looked. Powerful in how he held himself, like a marble statue. A god, almost.

      Now he was nothing. Flesh for the compost. Worm food.

      Shadows moved nearby, but Elena didn’t shift or look. She waited, trying to be strong. The lone gargoyle on the castle walls. But then… with the closest thing to a friend she had nearby, she knelt again, shoulders slouched.

      A hand touched her shoulder, and she looked up to see Lilly. Not comforting, more confused, possibly sad, even. She knew, and understood what Elena had come to know in the short time since Sabin’s death—they needed to be closer now. More of a partnership, if this city was going to have any chance of survival.

      Elena had to rejoin the Sisters of the Wind.

      “We have a lot of work to do, Lilly.”

      Lilly simply nodded, then joined her to kneel in the rain, looking out over the city together, preparing mentally for what was to follow.
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      Kevin stood over his old friend and warlord’s body. Blood dripped off the knife in his hand in big drops every few seconds, landing on the concrete floor with an audible plop. And still, Kevin couldn’t make himself move. He would have to soon. Even standing there this long was a risk. Elena had seen him, and that was a real problem. He needed to complete his plan, and then deal with her. But after everything he’d been through over the past days, months, and even years, he needed to relish his moment of victory.

      When he’d come to Wicker City so long ago, he had immediately understood that it wouldn’t be easy for an outsider like him to claim power. He didn’t have the connections or the wealth to make an immediate impact, but he did have something no one else in Wicker City seemed to possess—patience. So he had found an up-and-coming young warlord, a charismatic boy with a small but loyal crew, and he’d helped him fight his way to the top. Sabin had been the face of the operation, but Kevin had always been the brains.

      The one thing that had surprised Kevin was how much he grew to like Sabin. The man was a hot-head, and his ruling long-term was out of the question, but he had meant well. Slashing his throat hadn’t been easy. It had been necessary, though. Kevin had dragged his feet too long over claiming the throne, on taking the keys to the city gates into his own hands. When the opportunity for the New Gold had arisen—a deal only he and Sabin knew about—Kevin knew it was time. But there had been preparations to make.

      First, he’d shored up all the smaller groups of wannabe rebels, like Hale at the bar a week ago. He’d waited until after the Passing Ceremony, when the lieutenants had once again sworn their fealty to Sabin, and Sabin had once again made it clear Kevin was the second-in-command, above each of the others. Then he’d talked to the man from Elsewhere and asked him to throw one more thing into the deal for the New Gold—three warriors to play the role of assassins. He’d sent Young Tom to let them in through the tunnel under the gate. By now the three men would have left the city walls the same way they came. The perfect scapegoats—nameless and impossible to ever locate again.

      A few days hence, the exchange for the New Gold would happen, and Kevin Matheson would be not only the most powerful man in Wicker City but likely the most powerful man in whatever remained of the civilized world. At least the parts of the world that mattered. Anything more than a few hundred miles away might as well have been on another planet.

      There was just one thing left to do to complete the ruse. Tearing his eyes away from the dead former ruler of Wicker City, Kevin walked to the wall and leaned against it, steadying himself. He drew a deep breath, then punched himself in the face, just below the left eye. He let out a soft grunt and blinked the pain away. With any luck, it would look like the injuries from a well-thrown right hook.

      That had been the easy part. Now for the real challenge.

      Kevin took the knife in his left hand, drew it back, and plunged it into his thigh. This time, he couldn’t suppress the cry of pain that leaped from his lips. He collapsed to the floor, pulled out the knife, and threw it down next to Sabin’s body. Then he grabbed the radio.

      “Is anyone alive?” He paused just a moment, not long enough to allow a response. “Please. We need help! Sabin, he’s…”

      His head whipped up at the sound of quickly approaching footsteps. It was Rodin. He dashed into the room and then froze at what he saw. His hand went to his mouth.

      “Oh, my God.” Rodin stumbled toward Sabin’s body. “How?”

      “The stranger,” Kevin said through gritted teeth. “He got past you all somehow. I tried to fight him off but…” He gestured to the wound on his leg.

      “No. This can’t be possible.” Rodin’s voice cracked, like he might be on the verge of tears.

      “What the hell happened out there? How’d he get past you guys? It was just one man!”

      Rodin shook his head. “I don’t know. He killed a couple of our guys, and we chased him out of the warehouse and into the streets. We lost him somehow. I guess he must have doubled back. Though how he would have gotten past us… It doesn’t make sense.”

      “None of this makes any sense,” Kevin snapped. “And how about Elena? Is she all right?”

      “I haven’t seen her since she came in here.” He looked back at Sabin and let out a sound that might have been a sob. “A stranger with a knife took out Sabin? I’ve seen him fight off three men. And one guy does this?”

      “The stranger was fast. Faster than anyone I’ve ever seen.”

      Rodin’s eyes drifted to the knife on the floor, and its bloody handle. Then he looked over to Kevin and his bloody hand. His eyes widened and he stared in shocked silence.

      “Things are going to happen very quickly now,” Kevin said, his voice much steadier than before. “People will want to know what happened. The lieutenants. The inner circle. People on the street. Sabin was well loved.”

      Rodin didn’t move. He just stared, mouth open.

      “We have to be consistent and share the facts. If rumors start flying at a time like this, it could lead to accusations. Territory wars. People who were here when Sabin died could come under suspicion. Even though they were just trying to protect their boss. Lots of people will die. People who shouldn’t. The peace we’ve fought so hard to gain will be lost forever. Understand?”

      Rodin stared for another moment, then he nodded.

      “Good.” Kevin appraised the man, searching his eyes. If he hadn’t liked what he saw there, he would have grabbed the knife and gone to work once again. But he saw doubt in Rodin’s gaze. The man might suspect events hadn’t played out exactly as Kevin had said, but he had no proof. And he wasn’t the kind of guy who would go upsetting his way of life based on nothing more than vague suspicion.

      Rodin would keep quiet, and Kevin would reward him greatly for his silence.

      “What do we do now?” Rodin asked.

      “First, help me get this leg patched up. If I bleed out, Peter will be ruling Wicker City so fast that it’ll make your head spin. Or maybe that’s what you want?”

      “No! Of course not. I’ll get help.” Rodin scurried out of the room.

      Kevin stayed still, keeping one hand pressed against his stab wound to slow the bleeding. It was all happening now. His dream had become a reality.

      But there was one more problem he needed to deal with—he needed to talk to Elena, and soon. The girl was proving to be quite resourceful, not to mention a little hardheaded. Just like her old man. The fact that she’d seen him was nothing more than dumb luck. She wouldn’t let it go as easily as Rodin had. She’d come for his head.

      He had to get her on his side. If he could make her understand the sacrifices he’d made for her and her mother, maybe she would be able to look past this. He just hoped he got to her before she did something stupid.

      Rodin arrived a few minutes later with a medical kit and quickly went to work bandaging Kevin’s leg. He’d be walking with a limp for a while, but that was all right with him. It would serve as a reminder of his connection to Sabin.

      Kevin pushed himself to his feet when Rodin had finished. “I need you to do something else for me. Contact the lieutenants. Tell them to come to the base tomorrow morning. I need to explain what happened as soon as possible and address any questions they might have. And I need to tell them what happens next.”
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      Elena stared at the picture of that president on the staircase at the Sisters of the Wind’s hideout, trying to figure out if she had ever known his name. As much as her still-damp clothes bothered her, in a place with this much history, she could hold out on screaming with discomfort at least a bit longer. Not many presidents had made a footprint that lasted long enough to matter in this new world. This picture only managed to stay in such good form as it was because some old warlord had found it when ransacking the forbidden zone down south. When the Sisters of the Wind took him out for threatening one of their own, they hung it here as a symbol, a reminder that great men can fall as hard and fast as the lowest of them all.

      She still remembered the girl who had told her this story. Sandra had been the oldest of the Sisters, a woman who had been with them since birth. At Elena’s joining, Sandra had been in her early thirties, maybe thirty-three, when the Red Strikes had scattered her body parts throughout the city as a warning to the remaining Sisters of the Wind.

      But before her death, the woman had run through the city with Elena, showing her secret doors and long-ago forgotten stashes of weapons and goods. Had been a big Sister to her, as Elena had later done for Lilly during the short overlap of their time with the group.

      Now that Elena was coming back to her old home, she wondered if she would get an answer regarding their involvement in the taking down of the Red Strikes. She would love to hear that story, but not quite as much as she would have loved to have been there at the time. Been there to do worse things than she was willing to admit herself capable of anymore.

      There were other objects in this place that served with similar symbology. The ashtray in the corner, never once used since entering this building. A chip on the corner told the story of the old lady whose head it smashed into after she had tried to skin a Sister alive. A simple smiley-face pin on the stand holding that ashtray had been on the backpack of a girl who infiltrated the Sisters of the Wind and tried to poison them all. She had gotten two before being found out and forced to die on her own vomit, tape over her mouth to hold in the poison-laced tennis ball they’d stuffed in there.

      And Elena’s favorite, once, before these stories disgusted her. Back when she still thought torture and extreme justice were signs of power. It was the doorknob—gold, hidden under a layer of plastic that had once served as a child-safety device. That doorknob had belonged to the last warlord Sabin had needed to take out before the others handed over their keys. Yes, the Sisters of the Wind had played their role, because they saw value in stability.

      Nothing crazy in that move, just a bunch of little girls leaping on a man and sliding their steel into his flesh. Elena had been one of them, and it had been her last excursion with the Sisters of the Wind. Kevin had insisted she abandon them, once he and Sabin reigned. She would never forget the juicy sound of each stab, or the way flesh seemed to give like butter under her blade. Bone grinding sent a chill up her spine, and she had laughed. Laughed!

      Now she saw the value in such acts, though didn’t relish them in the slightest.

      She turned to the opening, waiting.

      A girl emerged, taser in hand, eyes narrowed in suspicion. “You’re really her?”

      “My name’s Elena.”

      The girl nodded. “That’s the ‘her.’ It seems you’re coming back. Didn’t think that was allowed.”

      “It never was.”

      The girl’s eyes ran over her. “I’m Strobe. You’re all… stinky.”

      “Fair enough. Hoping to change that, soon.” She hadn’t wanted to go back to her room for fear of Kevin. He hadn’t made a move against her, but that didn’t mean she was safe. For all she knew, he suspected she was with Sabin and would be gunning for her, too. Strobe—clearly a self-assigned name, moved aside to make room for Elena to enter. It was true that nobody who left had ever been allowed back in. For a time, nobody had been allowed to leave. Times were changing.

      Inside was dark, the Sister leading the way making sure each trap was off as they passed. No use taking off their newest member’s head—but the traps would reset within the minute. An elaborate setup made necessary over the years. Now that they had earned their reputation, maybe less so. But nobody could ever be too cautious.

      Finally, they entered a room that Elena had always thought would be what a hunting lodge was like. Large oak beams, a large fireplace made of stones, and a chandelier of antlers. Tables were cleared off to the side to make room but put back for dining when the Sisters ate. Most of the Sisters were likely around the city at the moment, scouring for trouble or secrets, some scavenging for food. In the room, six Sisters stood with three on each side, one including Lilly, and a lanky girl at the front of the room. She looked like a ninja, dressed in all black, including a black scarf around her neck in the style of the old gang that had been known as the Gothic Tribe. Disbanded, but some traditions survived to keep their memory.

      “We’ve missed you,” the lanky girl said.

      It took Elena a few seconds to place her, but when she did, she only bowed her head and said, “It’s good to be home, Kirna.”

      Kirna stiffened, eyes narrowing. Damn, messing up already. “It’s Strike now.”

      So, she and the girl from the door were in a faction. Often in some of the old gangs, groups would take on names that related in some way, even as simply as the same first letters. It had always been silly in Elena’s mind, and not something she participated in. She was somewhat annoyed to learn the practice had infiltrated the Sisters.

      “Strike, thank you for agreeing to…” She glanced at Lilly, realizing she wasn’t sure what the exact arrangement was. “…to see me.”

      “You are one of us again,” Strike confirmed, sending a shiver of relief up Elena’s spine. If they hadn’t taken her in, she might have had other options, but they wouldn’t have been good ones. It was possible that going back to her dad would be better than most, though that would have been a gamble.

      Elena bowed again. “Thank you.”

      “First, the ceremony, then… I understand there’s information you’re after?”

      “There is,” Elena said, hesitantly, as there were two sets of information she had under investigation. The first surrounding her exile, the second related more to what the hell Kevin was doing. The latter, though, was simply explained as him being himself—always searching for power. Knowing it was his nature didn’t help her process the fact that he had turned against Sabin, though. It was simply too low. Even for him.

      Seeing her hesitation, Strike added, “About the situation surrounding your departure from the city.”

      Elena’s heart skipped a beat. “That’s right.”

      “Speak with Lilly. I’ve authorized her to give you a mission. I believe it will benefit us as well as you. Enjoy.”

      A wave of Strike’s hand brought the other Sisters forward. They moved to Elena and held their hands out to touch her shoulders or arms, then said as one with Strike the words that Elena had heard them say numerous times over the years.

      “We are one heart, one mind, but many blades. Anyone who stands against one of us, stands against all of us.”

      “Together,” Elena said her line, not needing to be prompted as newer girls did.

      “Together,” they all repeated.

      Elena held out her hands, but Strike shook her head. “No need for the blood oath—you’ve already given it in your day. Welcome home.”

      With that, she gave Elena a dismissive wave and moved onto other business. Congratulations and celebrations would come later, on a more individual basis.

      Elena stepped aside, eyes wide and mind reeling as she joined Lilly. How long had Lilly had information on the exile, and not shared it? As frustrated as the thought made her, Elena held that feeling back to wait and see what Lilly could tell her, and whether it was even worth getting upset over. The Sisters always had more information than they let on, but shared when it made sense to do so.

      They stepped off to a hallway to the left, complete with a merlot plush carpet and tapestries on the old, worn-down walls. Seeing the anticipation building up, Lilly nodded but hissed, “Not yet.”

      Then when?

      Lilly led Elena to a room that Elena remembered fondly. One of the many lookouts where the Sisters could move aside a board and have a great view of one of the main squares of Wicker City. On the wall here was a crude painting of some sort of flying craft. It almost resembled a car but was more rounded and aerodynamic. Gold light shone from the rear where exhaust might otherwise be. Nobody knew about such ships these days, though rumor had it some had been spotted in the Elsewhere. Elena had never come across one, so she was doubtful.

      “You have information for me?” Elena asked, voice catching. It was too much to hope for.

      “In a sense. The Civilized Gentlemen were involved, I believe.” Lilly furrowed her brow. “But the answer isn’t complete and…” She lowered her voice. “I believe there’s more the Sisters are hiding.”

      “Hiding, but why?” Elena ran a hand through her hair, confused.

      “I’m treading water here,” Lilly said, giving her a nervous glance before turning to look out at the view.

      “With this new Kevin situation, we all are.”

      “It’s not only that. The Sisters know my mom is Wendy, they know what happened to my uncle and… think I might be compromised.”

      “One would understand if you hold ties to your old family,” Elena said, cautiously. “If you were interested in seeing… Kevin… fall.” Saying his name felt odd, but she really didn’t want to think of him as her father anymore. Switching to the use of his name made sense.

      “Thing is, we’re not sure where my mother stands on this, and… she hasn’t been my mother in years. Not really.”

      Elena nodded. She didn’t want to get involved, in spite of her friendship with Wendy. This was her business, and Elena’s true loyalty had to be with the Sisters. As far as she was concerned, they were the closest one could get to stability in this place.

      “But I have information,” Lilly whispered. Now she turned to Elena, stepping close, taking her hand. “One of the Sisters has been seen around with a boy known to be in grooming with Kevin. This boy… Young Tom, we have to find out how loyal he is. How deep this goes.”

      “And the Sister?”

      “Could be a traitor, we’re not sure. We’ll watch her… you watch the boy.”

      Elena nodded. She could do that, and if it somehow led to answers of her exile as the head Sister of the Wind had implied, she wanted to get on it at once.

      First things first, though… She needed to get situated. Lilly showed her to a bunk, one of six in a lower room, then some nondescript clothes. They had likely belonged to Sandra, as not many of the Sisters were older than their teens. A couple here and there, yes, but they mostly graduated to more of observer status in adulthood.

      “Shower’s that way,” Lilly said, indicating a hall. “Follow it to the locker room, you’ll see.”

      “I remember,” Elena replied with a thankful nod.

      Lilly turned to go, but paused. “You and me, right?”

      “Together.”

      Elena found a footlocker in the corner and picked out a pair of old jeans and a black T-shirt, a beige overcoat, and undergarments, and headed for the showers. Each step in this place was a step down memory lane, remembering the hall for both the good and the bad. She had joined at a time in her life when she thought it was the only way she would survive the city, and she might have been right. But those first couple weeks learning to fit in with these cutthroat girls had been something akin to hazing and survival training in itself. Once they had initiated her, in a ceremony like the one she had just gone through but more elaborate, everything changed. She had become one of them.

      The water was cold, but she was used to being cold. All night she had been cold. And when she was out and slipping into dry clothes, she was already feeling better.

      A glance back up the stairs was accompanied by a sigh, because as much as she needed rest, it would have to wait. She had a job to do, after all. That done and she would be that much closer to having answers. Young Tom could very well be the key.
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      Kevin waited ten minutes after the lieutenants arrived, letting them stew a bit. It wasn’t so much that he was trying to make a power move, but rather that he wanted to convey a particular mood. He wanted to give the appearance of a man who had unexpectedly taken the throne and was working as hard and as fast as he could to keep things afloat. He wanted to be seen as grieving, yet overcoming that grief. A person who’d been rocked by unexpected events just like everyone else, but who was strong enough to move the city forward.

      When just over ten minutes had passed, he walked through the long corridor in the center of Sabin’s base of operations—his base of operations now, he supposed—and made his way to the conference room. They were all seated around the table, waiting. Their expressions were about what he would have expected. McDowell was stoic as usual, his face betraying nothing. Wade tapped his foot impatiently. Peter wore a scowl that he was making no attempt to hide.

      Kevin watched through the window in the door for another moment. Then he drew a deep breath and stepped inside.

      “Thank you for coming, men.” He paused, almost making the mistake of sitting down in Sabin’s chair. No. Not yet. He moved to his usual seat, leaving the one at the head of the table empty.

      Peter was the first of them to speak. “I can’t believe Sabin’s gone. He was a hell of a warrior.”

      Urich nodded, then cocked a thumb at the scar running across his face. “I’ll never forget the day he gave me this. Plenty of men had tried to do this and worse over the years, but he was the only one to actually pull it off. We had our disagreements over the years, but that earned my respect.”

      “We all had our disagreements with him,” McDowell said. “Blood was spilled on both sides when he went up against my crew. All that was forgotten the moment I passed him my key.” He paused, looked each of the other lieutenants in the eyes. “I swore fealty to him. We all did. That means an attack on him is an attack on our honor. We owe it to our city to hunt down the bastard who did this and enact justice, like they would have in the Chicago of old.”

      A few of them shifted in their seats, uncomfortably. Revenge was a common motivation in Wicker City. But justice? That was a concept from the old world. Perhaps that was the point. Justice would be an ode to the world Sabin had tried to bring back to them.

      Peter turned toward Kevin. “The man has a point. How is the hunt coming? I assume you would have told us if you had the killer in custody, but you must at least have some leads.”

      “The last twenty-four hours… Well, you can imagine.” Kevin shook his head sadly, his eyes on the table.

      “We really can’t,” McDowell said, his voice like ice. “You were there. We weren’t. Talk.”

      Kevin nodded. Though he’d rehearsed what he’d say in this moment, he did his best to appear frazzled, a man struggling to put together a coherent sentence. “You heard pieces, I guess. A stranger. A knife. Sabin. We were in his quarters. We’ve known for a while that someone was after him, so when this stranger started killing men, we retreated to the warehouse next door. The stranger followed us there. Killed four of the men. Got inside. I positioned myself between him and Sabin, of course, but…” He gestured to the injury on his leg.

      “I heard he was from the Elsewhere,” Delvin said.

      “Yes. At least, I’d never seen him before. And his style of dress wasn’t of Wicker City.”

      Peter leaned forward. “So you’re telling me that a man single-handedly took out four guards and overpowered both you and Sabin, two of the most storied fighters in Wicker City?”

      “I don’t know how to explain it either. He was fast. Wiry. Maybe nine times out of ten I would have been able to stop him. But this time I came up short.”

      The room was silent for a long moment.

      Finally, Wade spoke. “So what happens now?”

      “We continue the hunt,” Kevin quickly answered. “McDowell was right. Call it revenge or call it justice, but this man must be found.”

      A murmur of agreement went around the table.

      Kevin continued. “At the same time, we have to assure the city that their safety and stability aren’t in danger of being upset. The closer we can keep things to the status quo, the better.”

      “And in this status quo, who exactly will sit in Sabin’s seat?” Peter’s voice was skeptical. “Who will hold the keys?”

      “For now, it has to be me,” Kevin answered. “I’m not saying that out of ego, or some desire for power. But you swore your fealty to Sabin a few nights ago and to me as his second- in-command. Those vows aren’t dead just because Sabin is.”

      “Not sure I agree with your logic,” Urich said. “The man we swore it to is dead.”

      “So what do you propose? Chaos?”

      “Not chaos,” McDowell said. “You give us back our keys, and we each handle our own districts for now. When things settle down, we can agree upon a new warlord.”

      Kevin raised an eyebrow. “You really think that’ll happen peacefully?”

      Peter chuckled. “That remains to be seen. But peaceful or not, that is what’s going to happen.”

      Kevin looked around the table, a realization dawning on him. These men weren’t coming up with this plan on the fly. They’d already discussed it. “You met without me?”

      “Last night,” McDowell confirmed. “The matter’s been decided, Kevin. Give us our keys.”

      Kevin blinked hard, trying to understand. It didn’t make sense. If they’d already decided, why go through with the ruse of this meeting? Unless they wanted to kill time… “My crew.”

      “Our people have been talking to every person in Sabin’s inner circle while we’ve been in this meeting. They’ve explained the situation. Hopefully most have agreed to our proposal. Those who haven’t have been taken into custody by now.”

      Kevin’s mind was reeling. Sabin’s crew was the strongest in the city. It would crush any of the lieutenants’ crews. But all of them together? Even Sabin’s army couldn’t fight them all. “What’s this proposal?”

      “We keep you here under house arrest while we investigate,” Peter said. “If your story checks out, you’ll be given the key to the north gate. Sabin’s key. You’ll be allowed to serve as lieutenant to whoever ends up in control. If your story doesn’t check out…”

      “Then we’re back to that justice thing I mentioned,” McDowell said.

      For a moment, Kevin sat frozen. If he allowed this to happen, he’d never leave this building alive. He needed to act now. His hand crept up, grasping the pistol he kept taped to the bottom of the table. In one swift motion, he pulled the gun free, aimed at McDowell under the table, and fired.

      McDowell shouted in shock and pain, grasping his midsection.

      Kevin knew he only had a moment. While all the lieutenants turned toward their injured friend, he sprang up from the table and sprinted out of the room, moving as quickly as he could on his injured leg. Risking a look back, he saw Wade, the youngest and fastest of them, moving toward the door. Kevin didn’t have to beat him in a long footrace. He just needed to get to Sabin’s quarters first.

      He did so, but it was a close thing. He ducked inside, locking the door behind him. The strong lock would buy him valuable minutes, or so he hoped. Making his way to the closet, he once again returned to the hidden door where he’d led Sabin the previous day. It would take them time to break the lock, and even more time to find the hidden door. He was almost certain that he’d get away now.

      His mind turned from escape and to hiding. Where could he go that the five most powerful warlords in Wicker City wouldn’t find him? He could think of only one place.

      He’d go there and hole up for a few days. Lick his wounds. Plan the next step. He was still the only person in the city that knew about the coming shipment of New Gold. Once he had that, he’d be untouchable. Then the lieutenants would wish they’d agreed to his initial proposal. The next time they sat with him at that table, his terms would be far less favorable. He’d make them grovel. He’d make them pay.
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      Tracking down the boy, Young Tom, wasn’t as easy as Elena had expected. Maybe she was losing her talent for this kind of work? Or maybe it was the confusion and frustration still riling her up. Her father had killed Sabin, she was back with the Sisters of the Wind, and now she didn’t have a clue what would happen to Wicker City. Would it fall into a state of war, or would Kevin find some way to shore it up and take control? She wasn’t sure which would be worse.

      For two days now she had been patrolling the streets and checking her usual haunts. She didn’t want to ask the Sisters for help yet, because while they were a cohesive group, she had just joined them again. Asking now would likely make her look weak.

      The one spot she had any luck at all was her favorite bar, the Rusty Crow. A couple of people there had seen him around and didn’t have the nicest things to say about him either. Apparently, he had kind of betrayed them. Interesting.

      When pushed to tell her where they had seen him, most of the talk revolved around Sabin’s base of operations, or with Kevin. So not much help there. She spied on Alex and Wendy more than once, but mostly saw them fighting. As for trying to see if the boy was with Kevin, no luck. Nobody knew exactly where Kevin was. Smart, that, because many in the city would have tried to take him out.

      On the second night of searching, realizing she still hadn’t gotten any sleep, she found a nook on the building she crouched upon, which overlooked the main square. She curled up in there away from the wind. Going back to the Sisters made sense and she could have tried to keep watch from there, but here she had a better view.

      Just a few minutes of sleep and she would be good, she told herself. Clanging metal woke her up and she pulled back, the gusts of wind sending chills through her coat. Judging by the moon’s high position in the sky, she had slept much more than a few minutes. The moon was visible as a glowing light blue behind the haze. A full moon at that.

      Mind still groggy, she cursed her foolishness, realizing that if she was going to have any chance of influencing the state of this city, she needed to make things happen and soon.

      She racked her mind for answers to what else she could be trying. Wendy and Alex’s situation was confusing and, now that she didn’t know if she could trust Wendy, not really her business. Whatever was going on with him and the Civilized Gentlemen, that was his business. It wasn’t like they had stuck their necks out to help her. If anything, they had only made her life more difficult. Plus, she had a feeling Wendy would rat her out to Kevin. Alex was just her patsy. Forget them.

      What else, then? Kind eyes entered her mind, the strong form of Rodin. He had been Peter’s man once, then Sabin’s. Where did he stand on this new situation? She pushed herself up, deciding her questioning would start there.

      The wind blew, whipping her coat around, nearly blowing her hat off, but she pulled it low, walking with one hand on it. She first went to the place where she had last spotted him with the others on the border between the north and south territories, but saw no sign of him. A man with a rifle eyed her with disdain, but indicated the food alley, saying Rodin was likely patrolling that side. Or would be, when he woke up.

      She hated waiting, but since the streets that way were empty, she found herself an abandoned building and sat curled up against a wall, watching the city slowly come to life. The first signs of sunrise started spreading an orange glow and long shadows reached out across the streets.

      He was one of the first to arrive. Not at the carts, but just past them and eyeing those who came and went. He smiled at first to see her, but quickly hid the smile. They stepped out of the main area, into the shadows of ruins nearby.

      “It’s a shitstorm out there, Elena.” He took a step toward her, hand on her arm. “We have to look out for each other, and be ready when the shoe drops.”

      “The what?”

      “Me and mine, we only survive by going with whichever side wins. If Kevin takes power, he’s who I answer to.”

      “And if it’s someone else?”

      Damn, she didn’t like it, but couldn’t deny it was the way to survive in the city.

      “What’ve you heard about his involvement?” she asked. “About why it went down?”

      “Honestly, not much. Word on the street is you might have had something to do with it, though. I don’t buy it, of course.”

      “Me?” She gulped, wondering if her dad had put that idea there. Damn, maybe that’s why the guy with the rifle had been glaring at her so fiercely. A glance around didn’t reveal anyone lurking, watching. “I was putting my life on the line to save him, Rodin. You have to believe me.”

      “I do, and told my team not to buy into such talk. Doesn’t mean others will think the same, though.”

      “She nodded. “I’ll take what I can get. Thanks. And… that boy he’s been seen with? Young Tom?”

      “Ah, there I can help you.” Rodin glanced around, lowering his voice. “Check the east side. People are talking, thinking about bringing him in as a hostage against Kevin.”

      “And you haven’t told Kevin or his men this?”

      “Kevin can’t be found. Nobody knows jack.” Rodin grinned. “But even if he was, I don’t know. You’re his daughter, I’m not sure what I should say, or shouldn’t… but no. Haven’t said anything to anyone but you.”

      “East side. Got it.” She looked down at his hand on her arm still, and he quickly pulled it back.

      “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be.” She reached out, took his hand, and gave it a bit of a squeeze. “If we both survive this thing, let’s… continue this conversation.”

      His eyes went wide, clearly understanding her meaning. Which was something, since she wasn’t even sure she understood it, except that she wanted to stay in touch with him. At least on the surface, he seemed to be a port in the storm.

      “Be careful out there,” he said. “I’ll keep an eye open.”

      She gave him a nod, then went on her way. At the next corner, she paused, saw him watching, returned to him, and said, “I’m thinking the bike… will be too conspicuous. I’ll bring it by next time I have a chance.”

      “Or just let me know where it is, and I’ll have it picked up.”

      She told him where she had left it, near the Sisters’ base, and tossed him the key. “Thanks again.”

      Wicker City wasn’t big enough that she couldn’t travel on foot, and if anyone actually thought she was responsible in any way for Sabin’s death, they would be gunning for her. She needed to keep a low profile.

      Still, she missed that bike as she hiked over to the east side, at times wobbling with exhaustion. A little New Gold would do wonders, but she only had a pinch left, at most. Wasting it on a fix that coffee could as easily help with was foolish. She found another food cart along the way, asked for directions to one with caffeine, and was lucky to only have to go two blocks out of her way to find a cup of joe.

      Nothing fancy, but the man running the cart started going on about how he roasted the beans to get the right amount of a tobacco flavor that some coffee lovers gushed over. It was a bit strong for her, but did the job. She paid him a token and was on her way, sipping it as she let her legs relax by strolling along the streets instead of jogging. That last sip of coffee was strong, and she tossed the cup before taking off in a jog again.

      Finally, she reached an all-too-familiar spot. The east side, where among other groups, the Civilized Gentlemen had their base. She avoided the Orange Square this time, going a block south of it, and came to a stop where a line of homeless were sleeping or already starting to gather around smoking trash bins to stay warm.

      It wasn’t so cold by her standards, though living in the Elsewhere had toughened her up to the weather. She approached them, asking around, and found one man who gave her a simple answer.

      “That boy, Young Tom?” He grunted, rubbing his long, gnarly beard. “Shouldn’t be here, you ask me.”

      “But he is.”

      Crazy eyes met hers, and the man nodded. “Civilized in training. Boy hangs out with them too often, and I have half a mind to kill the summa-bitch. He either works for Kevin and is spying on them, or works for them and betraying Kevin. Either way, it’s right screwy.”

      “Agreed,” Elena said, handing him a token and moving off toward the area belonging to the Civilized. She preferred not to part with the few tokens she had left, but information was information, and she wanted to keep people willing to speak with her happy to help again in the future.

      She snuck into the ruins of an old apartment complex, moving through to get a view of the nearby streets and open walkway. One step into the last room of the building and where she planned on finding her spot to spy from, she froze. There he was, Young Tom, walking by with a girl, hand in hand.

      The girl looked to be one of the Sisters of the Wind, and Elena had seen the boy with Kevin more than once, so knew it was him. No more than a few paces from the building she stood still watching.

      She pressed herself against the wall, eyeing them, watching as the two continued on and entered the double doors to the base of the Civilized Gentlemen. Elena scratched at her neck, eyed those doors, and then let out a sigh.

      If she was going to play this game, she had to do it right. On the one hand, she knew the Civilized could be dicks, but also that they stuck to their word. They made deals, and never went back on them. Her own father had betrayed her. Had killed Sabin without so much as a heads up. He hadn’t told her some sort of information he had that was presumably related to her exile or her mom’s death. As far as she knew, he would have her throat slit the first chance he got, too, if somehow that would ensure he didn’t look weak.

      That wasn’t the type of person she could allow to rule Wicker City. Before she had been unsure, but now she was starting to come up with a plan, and there was an alternative. More than ever she was sure that he needed to be stopped.

      So she stood, shoulders back, and made her way out of the building and over to the base of the Civilized Gentlemen. It was time to make a deal. Time to end this charade once and for all.

      Time to take her father down.
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      Kevin huddled by the window, looking down at the city around him. It looked so calm, so safe from up here. It was impossible to see the corruption and violence that sprang up from every crack in the pavement.

      A city that could have been his.

      How had it all fallen apart so quickly? He knew the answer, of course. He’d underestimated Sabin’s lieutenants. He’d assumed they’d give him the same respect they gave to Sabin. That had been foolish. But he wasn’t out of the fight yet. He still had a very powerful card yet to play, one that was currently on its way up from Springtown. He just needed to hole up until that arrived. Then he’d be able to take back the power, and he would crush those who had dared oppose him when he tried to take his rightful throne.

      He looked around the tiny space, so small it could barely be called an apartment. He thought about the first time he’d seen it. He and his family had just arrived in Wicker City. Patricia had practically beamed with joy when they arrived, and young Elena couldn’t stop babbling excitedly as they stepped into the city. Their friend and traveling companion Thomas Young had been with them, and it had been he who’d bribed the guard at the southern gate to grant them entry. That was all it had taken back then to get inside.

      They’d been approached by some men almost immediately, who had asked whose crew they worked for. Peter? Dalvin? Mildred the Tongue? That young kid Sabin? Thomas and Kevin had proudly answered that they weren’t part of any crew, nor did they plan to be. They had been very anti-warlord in those days. Kevin hadn’t held onto that attitude long after their arrival in the city. Thomas, on the other hand, had stuck to his principles until the end of his days.

      Without any connections or prospects, finding a place to stay hadn’t been easy. They’d eventually stumbled upon this place, a small room in a forgotten corner high in a building. Kevin and his family had moved out after a few weeks, but Thomas had stayed there almost a year. Kevin had kept tabs on the place ever since, and he knew it was still empty. None of the lieutenants knew of his connection to the place—he would be safe here for a couple days. Assuming his supplies held out. He had nothing but the clothes on his back, a stale loaf of bread, and a small bottle of water.

      Wrapping his arms around himself for warmth, he closed his eyes and tried to force himself to get some sleep. He was just starting to drift off when a noise made his eyes snap open. It wasn’t the crash of someone kicking in the door. It wasn’t someone running down the hall toward his little room. In some ways, it was worse than either of those. Someone was softly, politely knocking on the door. His heart sank at the sound. He knew immediately who was on the other side of that door.

      He glanced toward the window, but it was a sheer drop off the side of the building. He wouldn’t stand a chance. He had to answer the door.

      When he turned the knob and opened the door, he saw exactly what he had expected—five Civilized Gentlemen stood in the doorway. Their hands were folded in front of them, and they wore easy smiles. Their moth-eaten suits looked eerie in the soft moonlight coming through the window.

      “Mr. Matheson,” one of them said. “Might we please come in?”

      Kevin gripped the doorknob hard and steeled himself. He’d dealt with these bastards enough over the years to understand what he needed to do here. Though his every instinct was to be anything but polite, he knew that the Civilized wore their manners like a thin shell over their violence. He needed to keep it from cracking for as long as possible. “Please. Do come in.”

      They nodded politely and stepped through the door.

      “It is a pleasure to have you here,” he said carefully, “but might I inquire as to how you found me? I’ve stepped away from my usual haunts, and I wasn’t aware anyone knew I was here.”

      The lead Civilized nodded, acknowledging the comment. “And you were wise to do so. Many are looking for you this evening, and not all of them have the noblest of intentions.”

      The man to his left stepped forward. He was the shortest of the group, and he wore a pinstriped suit. “We were acquainted with your old colleague Thomas Young. He once mentioned that you and your beautiful family once lived here. That was before you were associated with Sabin, so we thought perhaps now that you are no longer associated with him, you might return to this place.”

      “Well reasoned,” Kevin said through gritted teeth. This mannered style of speech didn’t come easily, especially when his heart was racing in his chest. “And what business brings you here tonight?”

      The first Civilized shook his head sadly. “I’m afraid it is unpleasant business indeed. We promised your daughter we would find you. Of course, this was before we were aware of the handsome price on your head. It may be in our financial interests to deliver you to another party. As there is no written contract in place, the sub-rules of our organization allow such flexibility. Now, if you’d be so kind as to come with us?”

      Kevin swallowed hard, once again pushing down the fight-or-flight instinct. Neither would work here. The Civilized required a defter touch. The order worshipped the customs of old, in some cases literally. As annoying as that was, perhaps he could use that to his advantage.

      “I’d be happy to come with you. However, there is an ancient custom I’d like to observe first.” That caught them off guard. He had their interest now, so he continued. “It’s said that in old times, many cultures believed it rude to not offer your guests something to eat. Many cultures also believed it rude for guests to refuse such an offer.”

      The Civilized turned to the one in the back, a man with a top hat and a cane, the symbols of his station. This was the Master of Etiquette. Groups of three or more Civilized never traveled far without one of these revered masters who passed judgment on their actions.

      The Master of Etiquette thought for a moment, then tilted his head and smiled. “The man speaks true.”

      Kevin let out the breath he’d been secretly holding. “Since neither of us wishes to be rude, I would like to offer you some bread.”

      “And we would be honored to accept,” the first Civilized answered.

      Breaking the stale loaf of bread into six chunks wasn’t easy, but Kevin managed to accomplish the task. He handed one to each of them. As they attempted to chew, he considered what to say next. He hated to play the only card he had left, but he saw no other choice.

      “I was pleased to hear you mention flexibility earlier. I believe I have a proposal that might change your plans further.”

      The lead Civilized didn’t need to consult his Master of Etiquette on that one. He knew it would be rude to at least not hear out a proposal. “Please, proceed.”

      “In two days’ time, there is a shipment of New Gold coming into Wicker City.”

      The Civilized Gentleman raised an eyebrow. “Indeed? How much?”

      “Five pounds.”

      The room was silent for a long moment.

      Finally, the Master of Etiquette spoke. “While a bit of humor between friends is always welcome, this stretches into the realm of deception.”

      “No deception,” Kevin said. “It’s real. When I have it, I’ll once again rule Wicker City. But I don’t need five pounds. Four would serve my purposes. I suppose your order might find some use for the other pound?”

      “Indeed.” The lead Civilized leaned forward and looked Kevin in the eyes. “What might be required to close this deal?”

      “Two things,” Kevin said. “First I want to see your records on every transaction you’ve had with Sabin’s lieutenants. I want to know how much each of them owes you. And second, I need your protection.”

      The Civilized exchanged glances. The lead Civilized took another bite of stale bread, chewed it, and swallowed, forcing it down his throat. “Your terms are acceptable. We have a deal.”

      Kevin smiled. His road to redemption had begun.
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      A commotion sounded from above, people shouting and a scraping of chairs. Elena sat with the man, one of whom had first come for Alex back at Wendy’s place. She had come to him because he knew who she was. She had set up the deal, working to make a move against Kevin in a way that leveraged the money Alex owed them.

      And now…judging by the furrowing of his brow and the way the door burst open, a bloodied man in a torn suit pointing at her and swearing as he cursed her name in German, she was in trouble.

      “It seems,” her contact said, eyes narrowed as he turned to face her, “that our agreement cannot go through as discussed.”

      “You made a deal—the Civilized Gentlemen stick to their deals.”

      He offered a cold, calculating smile. “And yet, you didn’t truly fulfill your part of the bargain. Now we have a predicament, and the best way to move forward, I would think, would be to hand you over to your father.”

      “No.” She stood, backing up and stumbling over the chair. “You wouldn’t.”

      “Seize her.” Two of the Civilized stepped toward her, and it was only then that she realized why they had been keeping her in the basement. It wasn’t for her protection as she had originally thought, but to be ready for this moment.

      Those sons of bitches had planned on this as an outcome!

      Eyes darting about, searching for an escape, they landed on the bloodied man. The weakest link, she hoped, seeing as he was injured. So she charged, pummeling right into him and spinning as she went. Two more emerged, but she had her blade out from where she’d concealed it, and slit one man’s inner thigh before sliding past him and then coming up to grab him by the head, knife to the throat.

      “Back off!” she shouted to the other, then worked up the stairs with the injured man, calling again for two more to back off. She wasn’t there to make enemies though, so she let the man live, shoving him away when she found a room with a window leading out and went for it. Almost at the window, she grunted as a form charged into her to send her knife clattering away. She turned to see the boy, Young Tom, there, that damn traitor Sister behind him. Two more Civilized incoming. Young Tom came at her again, but she caught him with a front push kick that sent him staggering back, and that bought her enough time to get to the window and out.

      A hand grabbed her foot, but she kicked and managed to escape, although she landed face first and got a nasty scrape on her cheek. Pushing up, she took off, cutting through Orange Square even if it wasn’t the safest or smartest place to be. She wasn’t lingering. A turn brought her back past the homeless, where she kicked over a fire, shouted an apology, and ran past it and into the next building.

      She charged up the stairs, cautioned a glance out to see that the homeless had made a small crowd, blocking out her pursuers. Before anyone could notice her, she was gone. She took the south-side route, knowing that anyone who had an idea of her situation would expect her to head straight for the Sisters. Anyone who didn’t know her situation with Kevin would expect her to head north.

      This route worked well for her because she had one person she needed to see before heading back. One anchor in the storm—Rodin. She hoped he could play that role, anyway. It took a good part of twenty minutes to find him, back by the separation between north and south, but he was there, patrolling on his own.

      “Psst,” she said, moving to the ledge above him, but sticking to the wall. She needed to ensure that only he saw her and be able to keep watch to ensure he approached alone. He didn’t look, so she repeated the sound.

      This time, he glanced up, quickly looked away, and started walking. Not toward her, at first, but then doubling back for the stairs, very calm and collected. She knew she liked him for a reason. To be safe, she doubled back to a room she knew had at least three exits—the window, and two doors.

      “In here,” she hissed.

      A moment later, he entered. “You’re hurt,” was the first thing he said, a hand up as if to come check on her, but then lowering, watching her and waiting for her move.

      “I’ll survive… the scrape, anyway.”

      “Let’s hope so.” His eyes darted to the exits, and he smiled. “Smart meeting spot.”

      “Is it?” She stepped toward him, eyes checking his temples for sweat, his jaw to see if it was clenched, his hands to see if they were in fists or if his trigger finger was moving around. All telltale signs, she had learned over the years. “Should I be worried about you?”

      “Never.”

      “What’s the status?”

      “Of the city?” He licked his lips, then scoffed. “Shit, basically. Your father…”

      “I know.”

      He lowered his voice. “It’s still hard to believe, everything going on.”

      “The question is, what happens next?”

      Rodin shook his head. “The city’s crazy right now. The lieutenants have taken over. If I can find Kevin… I think he trusts me a little. I’m in. Close.”

      “No shit?” Elena eyed the man, then asked, “And us?”

      “I’d like to say even closer, but that depends on you—”

      Before he could get another word out she had closed the distance between them, taken him by the lapels of his jacket, and pulled him in close. “On what?”

      He took a sharp breath, eyes inches from hers. “I was going to say, ‘depends on what you want.’”

      She considered this, started to loosen her grip, but instead pulled him even closer, lips meeting his. A tender kiss, gentle caress of his tongue, and then she pulled back, releasing him. “That, for starters.”

      “I see.” He grinned from ear to ear.

      “And you?”

      “So much more. But it’s a good start.”

      She smiled, but shook her head. “How do I know I can trust you?”

      “How do you know you can trust anyone in Wicker City? You can’t.” He reached out a hand, which she took. The two stood there, holding hands, staring into each other’s eyes. “That said, I trust you. You’re not your father, and… I think we could be great together.”

      “Don’t get ahead of yourself. My father…he won’t make life easy. He’ll want me to come in, to kneel to him and say it’s all okay, but it isn’t. Did you know…?”

      “Know?”

      “About my mother. About my exile. All of it!”

      He shook his head. “I’m not sure if I should be impressed, or… lose my faith in humanity.”

      “Maybe a bit of both.”

      She turned to the window, hand still in his, and felt his thumb rubbing her knuckle. It was comforting, like a gentle reminder he wasn’t going anywhere. For now, though, they needed to play it safe. The situation was ever-changing, and she needed to check in with Lilly and the Sisters.

      “I’ll find you, okay?” She turned back to him, holding his hand up to kiss it before letting it drop. “Stay out of trouble, as much as possible.”

      “You too,” he replied.

      She wanted to laugh at that thought—her, staying out of trouble? Not likely. Instead she simply nodded and exited, slinking into the shadows and then lowering herself down to the street. She took off at a jog, turning a couple of times in an unnecessary way. Not because she didn’t trust Rodin, but in case she was followed. At least, that’s what she told herself.

      At the square near the Sisters’ base, she noted at least two Breakers—now presumably answering to Kevin. They were lingering near the entrance to the square. Elena’s eyes flickered up, noticing movement on a rooftop, a silhouette of a head barely visible. Others were surely around the square, too. Maybe she was being paranoid when she thought they were there to keep an eye out for her, but it wasn’t so unlikely. Probably serving at least two purposes, those being to look for her, but also as a show of strength, that Sabin’s people lived on through Kevin, along with the power the now-dead warlord had held.

      Luckily for her, she knew the secret entrances and passage, so she was able to duck around and head back to her new home.

      Making her way down to her room, she appreciated the artifacts, along with the painting of the strange ship and its gold light shining from its rear. She walked past all of this on the way to her room, thankful for the chance to have a home among her Sisters. Then she went for a change of clothes and hit the showers.

      The water felt like heaven on her shoulders, washing away the days of sweat and rain, mixed with grime from the air of Wicker City. She put her hands against the metal shower pole, and closed her eyes.

      Rodin’s lips came back to her mind. His tender touch. She shook her head, almost hating herself for being in this situation. It was almost too much to hope the man wouldn’t turn against her. She wasn’t some newb to the world, so why should she dare to dream of anything better from the man? Not that it was all men who were scum—from her experience, it tended to be all people. Men and women.

      Even one of the Sisters had apparently been with the Civilized. What did that say to her trust in the organization? As much as she loved Lilly and being part of a group again, she would have to keep her eyes open, her wits sharpened.

      “Hey,” Lilly said, and Elena looked up to see her in the doorway, tossing a little ball in her hand. The other held a pack of Skittles. “Found a new stash of MREs over near Sabin’s territory. Lots of pickings, what with the turmoil.”

      “Get in there fast, but get out faster,” Elena said, moving to dry off. “When Kevin takes over, you won’t have any more chances.”

      Lilly popped another skittle in her mouth, then walked over and handed Elena her clothes, eyeing the ceiling as she said, “We’ve always managed. Another change of leadership isn’t something to worry us.”

      “No, I suppose not.” Elena finished dressing, then eyed the candy. “Purple?”

      Lilly chuckled, but shook her head. “Ate those first. Here.” She handed her a couple greens. “Nobody likes the greens.”

      Elena frowned, but ate them. It was true, from her experience, but she was fairly certain all the colors tasted the same. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      “Been looking for you, actually. Big news—big change, or potential for it anyway.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Something that could put us on the map.” Lilly grinned, her teeth and gums actually a bit purple from the candy. “It has to do with your father.”

      Elena’s curiosity was piqued by that, and she tossed her hair back, grinning. “Tell me all about it.”

      “Better if I show you.”

      With that, Lilly waved and took off, Elena following close behind.
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      The hallways of the Civilized Gentlemen’s corridors were long and winding, and heavy drapes covered the windows. The only illumination came from gas-powered lights that flicked and glowed dimly, providing just enough light to keep you putting one foot in front of the other. Kevin knew the Civilized certainly could have pressured the warlords for electric power, but perhaps they preferred the gaslight. It went with the old-world charm they worked so hard to convey.

      Even though he’d already been there for hours, it still felt strange being in the Civilized’s base of operations. As Sabin’s second-in-command, he’d had access to almost anywhere in the city. Anywhere but here. Sabin was smart enough to avoid picking a fight with the strange group. While it was true that Sabin would have crushed them in a straight-up fight if it had come to that, the Civilized would have found another way to get him. So many people in so many parts of the city owed them that crossing them was practically begging for a knife in the back from some desperate debtor.

      And now Kevin was caught up in their tangled web. It wasn’t all bad though. He much preferred having these gangsters on his side than against him. And all it had cost him was the unthinkable sum of a pound of New Gold. A vast fortune by any reckoning. Still, by the end of the day, he’d have four times that.

      The Civilized called Leonard ushered him into a well-appointed sitting room, decorated with deteriorating art with paint curling and falling off their canvases. The couches were lush but stank of mildew. It was all very much like their moth-eaten suits, Kevin realized—a strange misunderstanding of what the style of yesteryear was really all about.

      Leonard gestured to one of the couches, and Kevin took a seat.

      “We don’t have a lot of time,” Kevin said. “I have to be at the wall in just over an hour.”

      “Of course. Tardiness is unacceptable at a time like this. I’ll make the necessary preparations. Would it be too presumptuous of me to assume you’d still like to have a conversation with our mutual friend?”

      “I would,” Kevin said.

      “Then I’ll see to it.” Leonard started toward the door, then paused. A distraught expression crossed his face. “I must apologize. You gave us bread when we came to see you, but I have not repaid the courtesy. Time is against us, but still, you are due the hospitality that must be shown to any guest.”

      “Not necessarily. I’m quite full.” Kevin made a show of patting his belly, hoping he was doing the right thing. It was always difficult to know with the Civilized. A man might accidentally break one of their arcane customs and find a knife in his throat without ever understanding why.

      Leonard smiled, the sparkle in his eye showing that he was pleased with the response. “Very well. Then I’ll attend to the task at hand. Someone will bring you the boy soon.”

      Kevin nodded and thanked his host once again.

      He tried to be patient as he waited, looking at the flaking paintings and the curling wallpaper, but he found it difficult to sit still. The culmination of years of work was an hour away, waiting on just the other side of the wall. He’d once again dip his toes into the waters of the world of the Elsewhere, and he’d return from the deal as the richest man Wicker City had ever seen. It was tough to be calm when all that was waiting for him so close at hand.

      Young Tom stepped through the door, his eyes not quite meeting Kevin’s.

      “They tell me you’ve been spending time here,” Kevin said. “That you’re considering the life of a Civilized.”

      The boy shrugged. “I’m thinking about it.”

      Still, the boy didn’t meet his eyes.

      “You’re upset with me,” Kevin said.

      Young Tom swallowed hard. “You sent me to let in those men from the Elsewhere. And then a couple hours later, Sabin gets stabbed. They’re saying… they’re saying it was someone from Elsewhere.”

      Kevin considered that a moment before answering. “I’m not going to lie to you, Young Tom. I had you play a part in something that you didn’t understand, and perhaps that was wrong. But it was necessary. I would suggest you not tell anyone. If they find out you were involved, even without knowing it, they’ll string you up by the neck in Wicker Park.”

      Young Tom looked up suddenly, his eyes shining. “Don’t you think I know that? You taught me well. I understand that you used me in your scheme. What do you think my dad would say about all this? He wanted me to be a strong warrior, not a patsy.”

      Kevin frowned. If he was going to be honest with the boy, he might as well go all the way. “That’s not exactly true. Your father…he couldn’t stand the warlords and all the fighting for power.”

      Young Tom’s gaze flickered, like he wasn’t sure whether to believe it or not. “Not even Sabin?”

      “Especially not Sabin. He hated that I got involved with Sabin and helped him rise to power. And he was furious when Elena started working with the Sisters of the Wind. He would be heartbroken to see you working for me. Or the Civilized, for that matter.”

      “I don’t understand. Why’d you lie to me about him for so long?” The boy was close to tears now.

      Kevin’s voice was hard when he answered. “Because I wanted you to survive. Your father was an idealistic man. He thought there could be peace in Wicker City. I was a realist. Only one of us is still alive, and it’s not a coincidence which one it is. To survive in Wicker City, you have to be strong. You have to fight. To do anything else is foolish.”

      The boy stared down at his hands, as if he were seeing them for the first time. “How can I ever believe you again? What else have you lied to me about?”

      “Does it matter? A couple hours from now, I’m going to close the deal you’ve been helping me work on for the past year. Then I will be the most powerful person in the city. I’d like it if you’d continue to work for me. Your future is bright, and I can help you rise to power. Perhaps you’ll hold a key one day. Maybe when I’m gone, you’ll hold all of them. Or you could stay and train for the Civilized. I’m sure you’d do well here too.”

      The boy said nothing.

      “Or, you could turn yourself in. Confess your role in letting in the men from Elsewhere and walk to the gallows with your head held high, knowing you did the right thing.” Kevin leaned forward. “The point is, you have to choose. Work with me. Or don’t. But you can’t stand on the sidelines feeling morally superior. That’s what your father never understood, and that’s why he’s not with us today.”

      Kevin pushed himself to his feet and headed toward the door. He paused and spoke again without looking back.

      “I know this may sound harsh, but you’re old enough to face the hard truths. I’m trying to keep you alive. This is the way of things in Wicker City.”

      Young Tom didn’t respond.

      Kevin walked his way down the long, winding hallways of the base, taking several wrong turns before finally finding his way back to the entrance. He felt no guilt over what he’d said to Young Tom. All he was trying to do was be the father the boy had never had, the one he deserved. Any guilt he might have felt would have been swept away by his growing excitement. It was almost time.

      Leonard and three other Civilized Gentlemen were waiting for him at the door. “Hello, Mr. Matheson. I take it your business with the boy is concluded?”

      “It is.”

      “Good. Then I suggest we proceed to the meeting. I think we’re all rather excited to see what happens next.”

      Kevin couldn’t disagree. He followed the men out onto the street and toward the deal of a lifetime.
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      Each step of blackness through the side of a building at the city’s wall piqued Elena’s curiosity more. By the time she emerged with Lilly onto a third-floor vantage point, she was about ready to shout and demand to know. That’s when Lilly gestured for her to kneel, showing her an old pair of digital binoculars. Military grade.

      “What am I looking at?” Elena asked, picking them up and noting the distance of about one thousand yards. Before Lilly could respond, the binoculars’ red crosshairs already had selected a spot, where two people were moving.

      “You’re seeing outsiders preparing to make a trade,” Lilly said. “Not right away, but… soon.”

      “Trade for what?” Elena spotted movement. Several suitcases, handled with extreme care. She already had a guess.

      “New Gold.” Lilly knelt next to her, taking the binoculars and checking. She nodded. “That right there… by our guess… maybe five or six pounds.”

      “Holy shit. So… what? We find a way to run out there and snatch it?”

      Lilly chuckled, handing back the binoculars but making an adjustment. “Look there, you’ll see why that wouldn’t be the best idea.”

      Elena checked, finding several large men and women with rifles at the ready, eyes on the ruins around them.

      “Any idea when this trade is happening?”

      “Not exactly, but they wouldn’t have been moving this close or been so active if it wasn’t soon. Maybe today, maybe within the hour.”

      Staring down at all that New Gold, Elena had a bad feeling that the city was about to change for the worse. If Kevin managed to get control and have that sort of power, he would be unstoppable. Worse, she wasn’t sure he would be able to control his intake of the substance or that of his warlords. Soon, Wicker City could have its own population of Diluted creating carnage in its streets.

      Eyeing the stuff though made her realize something. This New Gold… had it been around before the Great Downfall? The painting of the ship with its gold light came to mind, and maybe it was a coincidence, but maybe not?

      “I… have an idea,” she said, backing up until she was clear, then turning and heading for the way down.

      “We’ll keep watch, I’ll get you if anything changes. Where’re you going?”

      Elena turned back, hesitant. “To see Alex.”

      Lilly’s expression hardened, but she nodded. “I’ll send someone. Not myself.”

      “Roger that.”

      Elena continued out of there, breaking into a run as soon as she was out of the building. Careful to stay to the shadows, she was relieved to see the billboard with the perfume lady not far off. In a matter of minutes, she was pounding up the stairs, not bothering with the secret path this time, and ran up to the door to knock.

      Only, it was ajar. Not busted open, though there were scorch marks around the lock. She nudged the door the rest of the way open, eyes scouring the place for any sign of trouble.

      “Hello?” She stepped in, repeating the word but getting no response. A turned over table, a broken vase and a hole in the wall, about the size of a head. Blood splattered across a beige wall, though not much. Without a doubt there had been a struggle.

      Her heart sank, gut clenching at the thought of what had gone down here. Judging by the look of it, she would bet money that the Civilized had come for Alex. There went her plan, then.

      She turned to give up, when she spotted a green strap sticking out from under the couch, just at the edge and barely visible. Curious, she went over and knelt, pulling at the strap. Sure enough, it was Alex’s bag, the one he’d had at the pawnshop, and the one that had held the blaster. Her breath caught as she unzipped the bag to find the blaster still there. Only… broken.

      With a deep breath in, Elena told herself not to worry. She had been a scavenger on the outside, after all. If the Elsewhere had taught her anything other than simple survival, it was how to tinker with odds and ends to get a working-something out of them. In this case, it was only three quick adjustments and she had it.

      The blaster by itself wasn’t what she had come here for, though. She fished her plastic bag out of her pocket, checked to see only a small pinch of the New Gold left. It had to be enough, she told herself. At least enough to know if it would work.

      She took about half of the pinch, found the opening at the side of the blaster, and breathed deep as she told herself she had to do this. Wasting New Gold was foolish, but this might be her only chance at stopping Kevin.

      Her fingers released, and the substance trickled into the port. For a moment she sat there, feeling the slight surge of the effect from having touched the New Gold. It was like she could hear every change in wind, smell all the scents in the room, including…. Wendy? She sniffed, finding a slight linen smell, and turned to see the woman at the doorway, watching her.

      With a glance around, Elena said, “I’m sorry. If we’d been able to pay them off sooner...”

      “What, the Civilized?” Wendy scoffed. “No, not yet anyway. This was us—we had a fight, I threw him out.”

      “Oh, shit.” Another glance around the carnage of the house made Elena a bit worried for the man, considering the fact that Wendy didn’t seem to have a scratch on her. Elena held up the blaster. “He didn’t take this with?”

      “Wouldn’t let him. It’s what caused so many problems, so I broke it. Or… thought I had.”

      “I fixed it.”

      Wendy nodded. “What are you planning to do with it?”

      Elena held up the blaster. “This old thing? Just…” She had been about to say ‘nothing,’ or make up some other excuse, when the blaster seemed to come alive. A sliver of gold light appeared along the side of it leading to the barrel, the whole thing glowing.

      “It works.” Wendy stumbled in, then paused, hand at her mouth. “How?”

      “I have to go,” Elena said, not about to spill the beans quite yet.

      “Pay off his debt,” Wendy said. “Agree to do that, and you take that blaster, no questions asked. We call it square.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Alex is in trouble, you know that. With everything that’s happened, I seem to have nothing to pay with.”

      “Sabin’s money?”

      “Kevin took it all.”

      That didn’t surprise Elena, but she had a question. “Were you not working with Kevin? That day at the warehouse, you were arriving while Sabin lay dying. I assumed…”

      Wendy nodded, eyes narrowing, and then ran her tongue along her teeth. “He wasn’t supposed to kill Sabin, you know? That wasn’t… part of the deal.”

      “Never make a deal with the devil.”

      Elena stood, moving for the door just as a young girl appeared in the hallway. That first Sister she had met when coming out of the water, that day when her mom had died. The Sister nodded.

      It was on, and Elena was ready.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            34

          

          

      

    

    







            Kevin

          

        

      

    

    
      Five Breakers were waiting for them at the entrance to the secret tunnel under the north gate. It wasn’t many, but it was all Kevin had been willing to risk. He knew that Warsel and his four friends would be loyal to him. If he’d added anyone else, he would have had to worry about one of them selling him out to Sabin’s former lieutenants. He’d had the Civilized deliver his message to only these five.

      One person was missing from the group that Kevin had hoped would be there—Young Tom. It was a shame. Apparently, the boy had chosen the life of a Civilized over one under Kevin’s rule. It was disappointing, but hardly a tragedy.

      He greeted Warsel and the other Breakers, then turned to Leonard. “You know what to do?”

      “Indeed,” Leonard replied.

      “Good.” The deal was simple enough. In exchange for the pound of New Gold he’d promised them, the Civilized had vowed not only to get him safely to the meeting but also to stand watch over the entrance to the secret tunnel under the wall to make sure none of his enemies followed him through. And unlike Elena, he’d gotten the deal in writing. He was confident that the Civilized wouldn’t go back on this particular arrangement.

      Without another word, he unlocked the door that hid the secret passage and stepped down into the darkness, the Breakers at his heels. His mind was blank as he walked, his focus complete. If he pulled this off, everything he’d done would have been worth it. He’d be paid back for every terrible thing he’d been forced to do. His legacy would be complete.

      At the other end of the tunnel, he inserted the key into the lock, turned it, and pulled the door open. Then he stepped out into the light. Blinking against the bright sun, he spotted Vincent, the man from Elsewhere, standing just beyond the door. His hands were crossed in front of him as he waited. The two tame Diluted stood behind Vincent as usual. And on the ground between them was a small wooden box.

      Kevin tore his eyes away from the box, knowing it must contain the treasure he was there to acquire. There would be time for enjoying his prize later. First, business.

      He held out his hand, and Vincent shook it, exchanging the ancient greeting that the man from Springtown still seemed to favor.

      “Here we are at last,” Kevin said with a grin. “It’s been a lot of work for both of us to make this moment possible.”

      “Indeed it has.” Vincent cast a wary eye at the five Breakers. “I didn’t know you’d bring so many men.”

      “You can’t be too careful.” He nodded toward the wooden box. “Shall we make it official?”

      Vincent smiled. “Please.”

      Kevin took a rolled piece of paper out of his pocket and handed it to the man from the Elsewhere. It was a hastily put together document, written with Civilized pen and paper, and not nearly as official-looking as the one he’d abandoned back at Sabin’s base. Not to mention the fact that Sabin’s signature was forged. But Kevin had forged that signature so many times that his writing might have been more common on official documents than Sabin’s. The dead warlord had not been a fan of paperwork.

      Vincent stared at the paper for a long moment, his brow furrowed.

      “Is there a problem?” Kevin asked. “This is exactly what we talked about. The promise of three knowledgeable city officials of your choosing to come to Springtown and help you build up the city.”

      “It’s not the contents that concern me. It’s the seal.” He pointed to the bottom of the page where Sabin’s name was written. “I understand that Sabin has died. That would mean he’s no longer in charge, I would imagine.”

      “That’s true. But these were written before he died.”

      “That’s sort of the problem. What if the next warlord of Wicker City decides he doesn’t want to honor this agreement?”

      “The next warlord of Wicker City is standing in front of you. And I assure you he stands behind the contract.”

      Vincent looked Kevin up and down. “I’ve heard there is some dispute about who will hold the keys.”

      “Isn’t there always? But there is no one who poses a real threat to my claim.”

      Before Vincent could respond, a loud, high-pitched sound, like metal grinding on metal filled the air. For a moment, Kevin didn’t know what it was. Then he saw the gate opening. The north gate, a gate that hadn’t opened in years, was slowing swinging wide. And with its opening, any credibility Kevin had as the new warlord slipped away. He’d thought his enemies might have the audacity to try to find his secret passage, but he never imagined they’d actually open the gate.

      When the gate was open a few feet, a man came walking through, a pair of keys swinging from a chain around his neck and a grim smile on his face. Peter.

      The other former lieutenants followed close behind—Dalvin, McDowell, Wade, and Urich, along with a dozen armed men. And Young Tom.

      Kevin glared at the boy, unable to believe his eyes. “Looks like you made your choice.”

      “That I did.” Young Tom met his gaze, and there was fire in those eyes.

      Peter strode up to Kevin and shook his head. “Looks like the boy was right. Kevin Matheson dealing with people from Elsewhere outside the walls. Who would have believed it? We all know how you feel about such things.”

      The options ran quickly through Kevin’s head. He was outnumbered. Outflanked. There would be no escape. His only chance was to fight. If he could just get his hands on some of that New Gold.

      As if reading his thoughts, Peter stepped toward the wooden box. His fellow former lieutenants gathered around him. “Let’s see what all the fuss is about, shall we?”

      He paused for a moment, clearly unnerved by the Diluted. They didn’t move a muscle. He lifted the box’s lid with his foot. The lieutenants stared in silence at the contents of the box.

      “Holy hell,” McDowell muttered. “Is that what I think it is?”

      “New Gold.” Dalvin’s voice was filled with awe. “More of it than I’ve ever seen. More than anybody’s ever seen, maybe.”

      “Well, it’s ours now,” Peter said with a smile.

      A look of anger broke out on Vincent’s face. “There’s been a misunderstanding.”

      At that, the man let out a whistle. The two Diluted turned toward the other men, and their faces seemed to transform. It was as if their true selves had been revealed. Seeing the gold flash in their eyes was almost the last thing Kevin wanted. First priority was to get away with the New Gold. Second, not have to face the damn Diluted.

      Vincent smiled, seeing his friends had the effect he had been going for. “This box and its contents are mine.”

      Peter had a look of incredulity that turned to mockery. “Then you shouldn’t have brought them to Wicker City, dumbass.”

      The man was calling their bluff. A bluff Kevin wasn’t so sure he wanted called. Kevin took a step forward. After everything he’d been through, there was no way in hell he was letting Peter walk away with that New Gold. He’d die before he let that happen.

      Just as he was about to lunge at the man, he stopped. Something on top of the wall reflected a glint of sunlight, giving him pause. Then there was a flash of yellow light. Something struck the ground next to the wooden box and the world seemed to explode. A massive boom filled Kevin’s ears even as hot white light momentarily blinded him. The lieutenants who’d been standing near the box were knocked back.

      “No!” Kevin shouted. The New Gold. Someone or something had seemingly dropped a bomb on the New Gold. He let out a cry of frustration, stepping through the smoke and toward the box. Not just smoke, he realized—but gold smoke! It glittered in the sunlight, falling around them, swept up in the wind and moving like he was in a heavenly cloud.

      Dalvin lay on the ground, screaming and clutching at his right shoulder. The arm that had been there until a few moments before now lay in the dirt five feet away. A shout sounded and the Diluted roared, quite possibly on the loose. Vincent was down, too, on his face and not moving. His back was a bloody mess.

      Kevin didn’t care about any of that. He only cared about the New Gold.

      Before he could reach it, something slammed into him, knocking him back. He only just managed to keep his feet under him as he staggered to the side, out of the smoke and away from the New Gold. He spun just in time to see McDowell drawing back a massive fist and once again punching him in the head.

      Kevin fell to one knee, but his hand went to his belt. He drew his gun, then lunged forward, slamming the barrel against the underside of McDowell’s chin and pulling the trigger. The bullet exploded out the top of McDowell’s head, taking the top of his skull with it. The former lieutenant’s body collapsed in a messy heap.

      All around him there were sounds of yelling and fighting. Most of the lieutenants were injured, but the men they’d brought with them apparently believed the explosion to be an attack from Kevin, and they were now going after the Breakers. His Breakers. The last five men in Wicker City who’d agreed to stand by his side when everyone else had turned their backs on him. They were outnumbered and under assault.

      Kevin snarled, the New Gold momentarily forgotten. He would not let a single one of those men die today. Gun drawn, he charged into the fray.
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      Elena stared at the carnage and the fighting, or what she could see of it through the haze, anyway. She couldn’t believe it had worked. She was still going through what had just happened, unable to quite process it. Having put the New Gold into the blaster and seen that it was active, she had raced back to the spot on the wall. Then, seeing the deal already in progress, she had been left with a choice—shoot Kevin, or try for the product. That much New Gold was enough to make anyone in Wicker City, or without, incredibly dangerous.

      She had no choice, really. If she put everything else aside, she had to take out the New Gold, or at least try. So she had taken the shot, and the resulting explosion had to have destroyed it. Right? At least it seemed that way, but the smoke was still heavy from the explosion, her view unclear.

      What was clear was the sight of the fighting, and the fact that she could still get to Kevin. Not with the blaster, though, as the glow had faded from it. She stashed it, gave Lilly a glance, and said, “I have to do this.”

      “Be careful, stay out of sight when you can. Kill swiftly.”

      “Always.”

      Elena was off, using the open gate where the other warlords had gone through. The Breakers and others were all in the fight now. She sprinted as fast as she could, soon surrounded by the gold smoke. Her lungs felt like they were on fire, her skin stinging. Still she pushed forward, stumbling over broken cement of a long-ago-abandoned road, eyes scouring the shadows and silhouettes, hoping to find Kevin.

      A large form stumbled past her and she braced herself, hand finding her knife, the other on that now-useless blaster. The gold glow of it was gone, but she carried it anyway. To bluff or intimidate someone, maybe? She didn’t know, but it had proven its worth so she wasn’t about to let it out of her sight. The form turned to her and a brief movement in the gold haze gave her a view of the man. Gut opened. Throat torn. Covered in blood. His eyes were missing!

      She kept on, trying to push back the bile rising in her throat at the urge to vomit. She had seen plenty in her day, but that didn’t make the sight of that guy any less disgusting. A thin man darted past, chased by another. Gunshots sounded, one bullet whizzing by her head. Dammit, she knew she shouldn’t be out there, but had to do this. Had to see this through.

      A gurgling sound, suction and blood spilling. Shouts. Someone screaming. She went low, hoping the haze would be less down there. Maybe it was, but all it allowed her was to see their shoes. Some men were fighting to her left, four or five by the looks of them, and a body lay straight ahead, someone kneeling over it. Grieving? No… feasting!

      Holy shit! The outsiders had brought Diluted to the fight? She hadn’t noticed that part, and now thought she might not have come out from behind the walls if she had. Damn Diluted had been one of the main driving forces in her desire to be done with the Elsewhere. They were abominations—men and women with ungodly strength, minds that focused on only the most primal of instincts, and a crazed desire to see the beautiful destroyed. In most cases, that meant doing everything in their power to destroy their victims, including using teeth and nails to rip the flesh from said victims’ living bodies.

      As this one in front of her was doing at that very moment. The body tried to resist, but couldn’t. Elena wanted to run and hide, and at the same time, she wanted to do nothing more than simply curl up in a ball and whimper. There were ways to control these things, but she hadn’t the foggiest how. That was a secret for certain tribesmen of the Elsewhere, one they certainly had never shared with her.

      “Stay back,” she muttered, staggering to her right and back, eyes moving from the creature to the fighting men. If she knew Diluted at all, their noise would draw its attention. Maybe she could run from that spot and hide behind the city walls, resting in the knowledge that the Diluted would do her deed and she’d be done with Kevin.

      Except, a strange feeling came over her as if she had pinched her supply of New Gold. Not merely pinched, actually, but taken a handful of the stuff! Her body was trembling but feeling as if she could conquer the world, her mind suddenly strategizing, moving the pieces around on the battlefield for the best outcome. Yet she had used up the last of her supply, so how did this make sense?

      Twinkling light in the haze gave her the answer—this smoke and whatever it was had been created by the explosion of the New Gold supply. She, and everyone else in this fight, was breathing it in.

      That meant her enemies would be strong, fueled by rage. It also meant that, if she stayed too long, she risked damage to the brain. She didn’t know if a one-time abuse like this could result in that damage being permanent, but she really didn’t want to find out the hard way.

      A man stumbled back, tripped over her foot, and fell. Elena lifted her blade, ready to plunge it into the side of his neck, but paused. Not a man, but a boy—Young Tom. He stared at her with wild, terrified eyes. He rolled, pushed himself to his feet, and ran back toward the gate.

      Smart. Too bad she couldn’t be as smart as that boy.

      Gusts of wind blew at the golden haze, and she saw the next figure too late. It pummeled into her, strength more than she could handle, and stared down at her with gold eyes. The telltale sign of a Diluted long past its sanity. Its teeth gnashed, pushing down toward her even as she plunged her blade into it repeatedly, blood warm and gushing out over her. She got one forearm on its neck, holding its face inches away, and continued stabbing. Its claws dug into her and she yelped. The pain combined with her rush from the New Gold gave her clarity and strength—she had to give to gain. Releasing the head, she shifted so that the bite came at her shoulder, but then she was able to get the blade into its carotid, twist, pull, and shove the creature off. Her shoulder hurt like hell, her sides stung, but adrenaline and golden energy pushed her through it. Another stab sent her knife straight through the Diluted’s neck, scraping on bone, and she twisted again, tearing part of it off.

      No matter how strong and crazed a Diluted might be, they couldn’t live through that. Elena knelt there, eyes darting from one shadowy form to the next. Instead of going for any of them yet, she lunged to retrieve the blaster she saw that she had dropped. The gold dust in the air wasn’t concentrated enough to feed the gun, but she needed it all the same.

      One man charged at another, gunshots ripping through the first. He didn’t care, he reached the other and slammed into him with a headbutt, then had him up and over his head before bringing him down on his knee. When the one with the gun fell to the ground, he was bent all wrong, twitching.

      The attacker stood and turned to face her, leering. One of the warlords, she thought, but in the chaos couldn’t place him. It didn’t matter, because a second later a shot tore through his jaw, then another came through the back of his head and out one of his eyes. The man dropped to his knees, then flopped forward. Dead.

      Elena backpaddled, knowing that whoever had shot him wouldn’t hesitate to do the same to her. Thinking clearly, she realized her best bet was to find a spot just outside of the haze, where she could get a better idea of how large the battle area was, and debate her next move from there.

      If the person who made the shot were anyone other than her father, she wouldn’t be surprised if he were dead already. But Kevin? Not likely. The man had survived too much, proven himself to be a cockroach in this regard. Cut off his head, he’d probably still run around for a few days at least before dropping.

      She took two steps into her run for the outer edge before stumbling over a small container and tripping. She knelt, seeing this and then noticing others that had been like this container, but were now debris. This one was intact.

      She sheathed her knife and set the blaster aside to pick the container up. Opening a metal latch, she stared at the contents—this had to be at least a full pound of New Gold! The only remains of the group that she had shot and caused to explode. Eyes darting around, she came to a realization.

      This wasn’t her fight. Her fight was in the city with this New Gold at her side. This here was power. Maybe Kevin would come back alive, but maybe she would be lucky and he would be maimed, his allies gone.

      If she was in one piece and had a pound of New Gold? She would be a force to be reckoned with. A damn queen!

      And with that in mind, she turned back toward the gate she had come through and ran. One hand clutching the blaster, the other this New Gold. Forms moved ahead of her, darting one way and the next. Gunshots were fewer now, as if the popcorn had been going at full and was finally done.

      How many of them could be alive at this point?

      She leaped over a body, ducked under a form that came at her with what looked like a sword, and then spun quickly to sweep out the attacker’s legs. She didn’t stay to see what happened but kept on moving. Damn, she hoped she was going the right way.

      A figure with gold eyes charged from her right but she dodged. Not enough, apparently, because as it stumbled past, it had a grip of her pants leg, turning her about. Those claws tore into the fabric, and she spun, hating what she had to do. It was either use the New Gold or the blaster as a weapon, and so she chose the latter—slamming it into the Diluted’s face, two times, three, and then the damn gun broke. Her next strike lodged sharp metal into the creature’s eye, and she knew the blaster was done for.

      It had bought her a split second, as the Diluted reached to remove it. Elena booked it, double-timing with her added energy, and finally was out, seeing a figure gesturing for her and calling, “Hurry!”

      Elena almost shouted with joy at the realization that it was Lilly, three Sisters at her side with one pistol, a taser, and blades at the ready. Not much in terms of going up against warlords, but that wasn’t their goal. They were here to get Elena back through the gate, and nothing more.

      “Was it worth it?” Lilly asked as they turned with her, running.

      “I hope so.”

      They were almost through the gate when a roar sounded from the rear. The Sister with the gun turned and shot, causing Elena to yelp. She turned too and saw that Diluted again, staggering. Lilly snatched the taser from the other girl, spun, and hit their pursuer with it. The Diluted collapsed to the ground, spasming.

      It was enough to get them through the gate… and close it. The lock engaged with a loud click. Outside, men banged on the door, screaming to be let in, but Elena was already headed away.

      “So,” Lilly said, out of breath and pulling Elena toward a back alley. “What’ve you got there?”

      “Our meal ticket,” Elena replied, voice raspy but feeling more alive than she had felt in ages. “And so much more.”

      They reached a point in the wall where Elena noticed she could see the gold haze, and she paused, turning to look out at the fight. Visibility was better now, only a few forms standing there, one staggering away, back toward the Elsewhere. Another, though, was at a section of the far wall, she noted.

      Worse, she saw the size of the man, the way he walked, and knew without a doubt that it was Kevin. The son of a bitch had survived. But he was walking away empty-handed, and that brought her some relief.

      “Let’s get into hiding,” Elena said to the others. “Right now, we need to lie low.”

      No arguments from them, they darted through the alleys and found a back entrance to the Sisters’ base, where Elena was glad to recount the story of what had happened, once she was alone with Lilly in one of the rooms. As much as she loved the others, this was a game changer, and she needed to be smart about the next move.

      When she pulled out the New Gold, Lilly’s eyes went wide, a hand to her mouth.

      “So?” Elena smiled. “Are you with me?”

      “To the end.”

      They hugged, but then Elena pulled back, eyeing her friend. “Lilly, do you understand? I mean, fully understand what I have in store? To truly make a difference in this city, I can’t be on the sidelines. Hell, I can’t even just be a general or a number two. With this,” she tapped the container, “we can make real change…but we have to be on top.”

      Lilly nodded, eyes somber. “Some may not like it, but… it is necessary.”

      “Tomorrow. We start tomorrow.”

      “And now?”

      Elena eyed her, then looked down at her bloodied, golden-glittered outfit. It was torn and she was wounded. Now there were only two things she wanted to do. The first was shower and change, the second involved ensuring they would have allies outside of the Sisters.

      “Come, I’ll need you watching my back…. In case.”

      So Lilly stood guard while Elena rinsed, dressed her wounds, and then put on that same, fancy outfit she had worn to the dinner of her father and Sabin. Over it, she wore a black robe, though, for when she would need to be less conspicuous. At the moment, she needed to be the queen of shadows, both hidden and very much seen—at the right moments.

      Then they headed out, being extremely careful to keep to the hidden walkways when they could, less populated parts of the city otherwise. People were already talking, some speculating about outsiders trying to get in, a fight just outside the city, but none having any real idea of what was happening.

      “We’re visiting your friend,” Lilly said, eyeing Elena as they waited at an overpass, watching the streets Rodin was known to frequent. Elena nodded. Lilly eyed her, then shook her head. “He’s no general. Not much of a fighter. So… why?”

      “One word, that I believe you will understand. Loyalty.”

      “The man is loyal.” Lilly nodded, accepting it. “But there’s more, yes?”

      “Yes.”

      Elena saw his shadow first, heart thumping, excitement rising. Then his face, eyes roaming along the mostly empty street, rifle at the ready.

      For a moment something else kicked in her, something that craved him in ways she couldn’t act on in the moment. Maybe it was leftover effects from the New Gold dust? She brushed it off as so, glad that at least the effects were still helping with the pain from the bite in her shoulder and claws in her sides. She had the New Gold strapped to her, tucked under her clothes, though the straps didn’t help with her pain situation and would be worse when the numbness wore off.

      Pain was an acceptable price considering the benefit. And as much as she trusted Lilly, she would be foolish to truly trust anyone with her plan for what would come next.

      First, though, she needed to see where Rodin stood on all of this. Elena took the fact that he was still on his patrol as a good sign. While Lilly took the position of lookout, Elena made her way down to Rodin,

      “Psst,” she said from the shadow of an old, torn down coffee shop.

      His eyes met hers and he went rigid for a split-second, then recovered. As if nothing had happened, he continued his patrol, then ducked in to stand next to her, the two moving into the shop and toward the back, where they would be less likely to be seen.

      “You look… different,” he noted. “Were you involved?”

      “So you’ve heard?”

      “Only that there was trouble, that some of the top dogs are involved.”

      She scoffed. “Some? Try all. Yes, I was there, and yes, I am different.”

      He considered her, let his eyes roam over her outfit, then smiled. “I like it.”

      “Good. And me?”

      “I like you as well.” He chuckled. “What’s this about?”

      She considered him, then stepped closer, reaching out and taking his hand in hers. “This is about change. Loyalties, and more. I want to—no, need to know… Who do you work for?”

      A frown creased his face, his eyes moving first to the smashed out windows, the city beyond, then back to her hand and his, fingers interlocked. Finally, he met her gaze again and the smile returned.

      “I’m thinking the answer to that has changed very recently.”

      “Say it.”

      “You.” He seemed uncertain, but then steeled himself and added, “If what I think you’re saying is that you are in a position to do something about this city, and are moving forward with a plan, then I am with you one-hundred percent.”

      “Good.” She pulled him close, his lips inches from hers so that she could feel his breathing, smell the sweaty musk. He smelled like a warrior, and that’s what she would need in the coming days. But also like a man, and that’s what she wanted immediately.

      Her lips met his, tasting him as their tongues met, and she didn’t even wince in pain when his hands went to her sides and then around to embrace her, pulling her close.

      She stopped it there, for now. Only a kiss, only that small moment of passion to let each other know where they stood. When the time came, maybe there would be more—if he could truly prove his loyalty.

      That would only matter, though, if they both survived the coming storm.
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      It had already been a good day, and it wasn’t even noon yet. Kevin sat at the head of the council room table in the chair that had once belonged to Sabin. He’d only been sitting in the chair for two days, but already it felt comfortable, as if the wood had been shaped and sculpted to perfectly fit his body. Like he’d been destined to take over the mantle as sole warlord of Wicker City.

      His two advisors sat on either side of him at the table. Warsel at his right hand, carefully taking notes on everything Kevin said, still a bit shocked at his lofty new position and eager to please his boss. Urich sat to Kevin’s left. The man was the last of Sabin’s lieutenants who wasn’t dead or in a cell twenty feet below the complex. During the chaos of the fighting, Kevin and his Breakers had been able to subdue and drag Urich and one other lieutenant through the tunnel under the wall. Kevin had kept the man in power almost on a whim. Even though Urich had betrayed and stood against him, Kevin thought it would be fun to keep him in a leadership role for a while. He’d escaped the battle with only a cut on his right cheek, a new scar to join the cluster already there. Kevin would make him pay significantly more before he finally ended his life.

      The two advisors had been tasked with putting together a list of candidates to fill the vacant lieutenant spots. It was no small order. They needed people who would be loyal to Kevin, but who still carried the respect of their particular part of the city.

      “There’s a woman named Lanny the Strange on the south side,” Warsel said, his eyes on the paper in front of him. “As the name implies, she’s a little odd.”

      “More than a little,” Urich said. “Didn’t she cook and eat her husband?”

      Warsel shrugged. “I wouldn’t say the people respect her, exactly. But they do fear her.”

      Kevin was doing his best to pay attention, but his mind kept wandering back to the battle two days before. And who could blame him? His side ached where a stray bullet had struck him sometime toward the end of the fight, and his lungs still burned from the yellow smoke he’d inhaled, thick with New Gold dust. The rush of it was still fresh in his mind.

      Unfortunately it would be the last New Gold he’d experience for a long while. Perhaps forever. The stuff was getting rarer every year. The five pounds from Springtown had seemed like a miracle, and now all of it was gone, destroyed by a mysterious explosion placed by an unknown assailant.

      The prevailing theory was that Victor, the man from the Elsewhere, had planted the explosive himself in a suicide run at Wicker City’s leadership. Kevin didn’t believe that for a moment. He’d seen the sunlight glint off of something metal on top of the wall, and he’d seen a flash of light a moment before the explosion. Someone had been watching from the wall, and they’d used a weapon of some kind—a weapon more powerful than any Kevin had ever seen. Finding and acquiring that weapon was high on his to-do list.

      On the positive side, the explosion and resulting battle had taken out most of his rivals. By the time it was over, there was no one left to stand between him and his seat of power. He had the title he’d coveted for so many years—Warlord of Wicker City. Now he just had to decide what to do with it.

      A thought came to him, and the moment it did he couldn’t believe he hadn’t thought of it sooner. He held up a hand, cutting off Warsel mid-sentence as he droned on about another potential lieutenant.

      “We’re not thinking big enough.” He leaned forward, looking the other two men in the eyes, one after the other. “We have the chance to make a big change in Wicker City. We can consolidate power.”

      Warsel tilted his head in surprise. “You’re thinking about reducing the number of lieutenants?”

      Kevin flashed a toothy smile. “Quite considerably. I’m going to reduce them to zero.”

      Urich’s eyes widened.

      Leaning back in his chair, Kevin let him squirm. “It seems to me the lieutenants are a relic of the time of the warlords. The city should be unified. One leader is all we need.” He stood up and clapped Urich on the shoulder. “Don’t worry. There will still be a place for you. The Breakers are always looking for good recruits.”

      He left the room, whistling a happy tune, and headed down the stairs to the basement of the complex. A guard met him at the bottom of the stairs and unlocked the door, letting him through.

      “Want me to take you to see him?” the guard asked.

      “Nah, why don’t you just give me the key. I’ll handle this on my own.”

      The guard nodded and handled over a large metal key.

      Kevin headed deeper into the basement, walking down a long hall, passing empty jail cells on either side of him. Only the cell at the end of the hall was occupied. When he reached it, he stopped and stared at the prisoner. “Hello, Peter.”

      The former warlord was barely recognizable. The explosion of the New Gold had stripped much of the flesh from the left side of his face, and he wore his left arm in a sling. He looked up at Kevin, but said nothing.

      “I know you’re not very happy with me right now, but I come here as a friend.”

      Still Peter said nothing. His skeptical expression said he didn’t buy the friend thing in the least.

      “It might be difficult to believe, but it’s true. I want to help you.” He paused, letting the words sink in. “All I need is your confession.”

      Peter finally spoke. “And what am I confessing to, exactly?”

      “Only the truth. That you conspired to murder Sabin. That you hired assassins from the Elsewhere and helped them sneak into the city. And that you revolted against me, thus breaking the oath you made to Sabin.”

      Peter chuckled. “Anything else? Maybe you want to blame me for the Great Downfall while you’re at it?”

      The smile melted off of Kevin’s face. Even behind bars and facing execution, Peter remained smug. “It must bother you, the way things turned out. You built a strong crew. You held your territory. When a stronger warlord arose, you passed him your key rather than have your crew wiped out. And once you passed the key, you remained loyal. And even after all of that, you end up here.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong.” Peter got to his feet and walked up to the bars. “It was always going to end like this. It always does for guys like us. We live violent lives. Why should we expect our deaths to be any different?”

      “You maybe. I’m not going out like that.”

      “Maybe you’ll beat the odds. On the other hand, you’ve got a lot of enemies out there now, and not a lot of friends. My guess? You’ll be joining me in the realm of the dead before two years are out.”

      Kevin supposed he couldn’t argue with this enemy’s comment. The Civilized were beyond pissed at his failure to deliver the promised pound of New Gold. The former lieutenants still had a lot of loyal friends even if they weren’t currently making their presence known. And Young Tom… that betrayal still hurt. The boy had disappeared once the fighting at the wall had started.

      And then there was the biggest question mark of all—Elena. Kevin hadn’t seen her in days. Not since she’d watched him stab Sabin. He didn’t know the exact nature of her feelings about him, but he had to assume they were not positive.

      “You’re wrong about me,” Kevin said. “And even if you’re not, at least I outlived you.”

      Peter shrugged. “I guess you got me there.”

      “Listen carefully. You are going to die this afternoon, but there are two ways it can go. I’ve found two hangmen. The one I ultimately use is up to you.” He paused for dramatic effect. He definitely had Peter’s attention now. “The first hangman has a sterling record. He drops his subjects from a suitable height, and his knots never catch. It’s a clean kill every time. A short drop, a snap of the neck, and it’s all over.”

      “And the second?” Peter’s voice was hesitant, like maybe he didn’t want to know.

      “His track record is spotty at best. His victims have been known to hang for a long while, kicking air and clutching at their necks until they finally die. Sometimes his ropes even snap, and the subject has to be hanged twice. It took three tries once, but that was probably an anomaly.”

      Peter met Kevin’s gaze. “So what do I have to do to make the choice easier for you?”

      “I already told you.” The hint of a smile curled Kevin’s lips. “All it takes is a confession, and hangman number one will be waiting for you at the gallows.”

      Peter stared for a long moment. Then he sat down on the bed and let out a deep sigh. “I lived a hard life. I guess a hard death is about the best I can hope for.”

      “That’s disappointing.” Kevin meant it, too. On a day when so much else was going well, he’d hoped to win this final feather in his cap in his years’ long war with Peter.

      “Get used to it. Leadership is nothing but disappointment again and again until some asshole gets lucky and takes you down.”

      Kevin turned to go, then paused. “I guess I’ll have to settle for watching you hang. See you in a couple hours.”

      It was actually three hours before the execution could take place. Kevin had insisted it take place on the south side, in Peter’s home territory. This had required the construction of a gallows and extra security just in case his people turned out to be more loyal than they seemed. By the time Kevin arrived in the large, bullet-proof car that had formerly belonged to Sabin, Peter was already standing on the gallows, his hands bound in front of him. Kevin was pleased to see that he looked decidedly less smug than he had in the jail cell. A crowd of a couple of hundred people were gathered to watch the grim event.

      Warsel ran up to the car and opened Kevin’s door. Kevin climbed out, trying not to wince in pain at the bullet wound in his side.

      “Everything ready?”

      Warsel nodded. “That hangman is even more inept than we thought, but he finally managed to tie a passable noose. “We’re ready.”

      “Good.” Kevin steeled himself and walked to the gallows, careful not to allow any hint of a limp into his walk as he ascended the staircase. He gave Peter a nod and then turned to the crowd. “Good afternoon, we’re gathered here today for a grim task. A man we trusted betrayed us. Peter Mager, you invited men from the Elsewhere inside our walls. This in and of itself is bad enough to require the penalty of death, but you did it for an even more sinister purpose. You conspired to have these men kill the Warlord of Wicker City. Sabin is dead, and his blood is on your hands. You will now pay the price, and the people are gathered here to bear witness.”

      A murmur ran through the crowd. It was difficult to tell if it was approval or dissent.

      Kevin turned to Peter. “Any last words.”

      Peter’s eyes were hard. “Just what I said before. You’ll be joining me soon in the Afterlife. And I’ll be waiting to repay you in kind.”

      Kevin shook his head and nodded toward the hangman. “Do the deed.”

      He walked down the steps of the gallows, not even watching the execution. The sounds of it were enough for him. The clang of the trap door dropping open. The snap of the rope going taunt. The desperate, airless grunts of a man being choked to death by a thin rope.

      Kevin scanned the crowd. Every eye was on Peter, which allowed him to take a good long look. He didn’t find the face he’d been hoping to see. When he reached the car, he waved Warsel over. “I need you to do something for me.”

      “Name it.”

      “I need to have a conversation with my daughter.”

      “We’ve got people looking, but no one’s seen her yet. Any idea how we draw her out?”

      “Yes, actually.”

      The time had come. His greatest enemy would be dead in mere moments, and he had control of the city. The only thing left was to make peace with Elena.
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      Elena pulled open her bandages on her shoulder, wincing at the pain. Having worked to put things in place once the effects of the New Gold wore off had been tough. Tough, but not impossible. Now she was dressing to meet with the Sisters, preparing to apply the final dressings to the wound that afflicted Wicker City.

      She stared at the scab on her shoulder, turning to show it to Lilly, waiting.

      “It’s only been two days,” the girl said. “New Gold?”

      Elena nodded. “That’s my guess. Such levels left me with a nasty headache after, but apparently it sped up the healing process.”

      Lilly eyed the containers concealed at Elena’s belt—where she now kept the New Gold divided and at the ready. “Healing like that could come in handy.”

      “But never forget the price. I faced those things, those Diluted. And not for the first time.”

      Lilly nodded, a shudder running through her. “I don’t envy you, living in the Elsewhere. But… because of your experience, you are perfect to lead us.”

      “Thank you.” Elena reapplied the bandage, not entirely sure she needed it. Still, better to avoid any chances of infection. “Are they ready?”

      “I’ll check. One moment.”

      Lilly moved for the door, leaving Elena to finish dressing. When she was done, sporting her fancy blue outfit and black cloak, she went to the crack that allowed a view of the square. Sunset cast the haze with gold and orange. For a brief moment, Elena looked upon the clouds above and imagined one massive supply of New Gold being dropped on the world, what that would mean. Sacrificing the minds in favor of physical strength.

      She wondered if she would ever know where it had come from, this strange energy supply that could also function as a sort of booster drug. Another world? Some experiment to create super soldiers? Rumors went both ways, but that’s all they were as far as she was concerned, rumors.

      In those two days, she had left Rodin to do his job. He would continue with his rounds, checking in with those left standing to find out who was with whom. They were scheduled to meet today at the ruins of the coffee shop so that he could brief her, then make his switch official. He would bring over as many troops as he could, along with the intel.

      She hoped he was doing well and not drawing too much attention to himself. Her finger subconsciously went to her lower lip as she remembered their kiss. Thinking of the way the New Gold had made her almost take him right there made her laugh. And, at the same time, made her hand lower to one of those canisters. Such a dangerous substance in so many ways, and yet… her key to success.

      It was necessary, but she hoped she wouldn’t lose her mind along the way. Maybe that would be the sacrifice she made for a new and better Wicker City. But gods, she hoped not.

      “Elena.” Lilly stood at the doorway, motioning for her to follow.

      Elena closed the board she had put up to keep her place more hidden, and then followed the girl up the stairs. Emerging into the main hall, Elena was pleased to see the Sisters of the Wind all gathered. There weren’t many of them, but enough to fill the hall. She had to guess around fifty or sixty. Some were as young as six, a couple of older women who served more as mentors and guides these days, occasionally feeding intel to the Sisters.

      The ceremony would be fast. They always were.

      The head Sister, Mina, stood at the front of the room as she had done not long ago to bring Elena back into the fold. At her side were the top whisperers, ready and waiting.

      “Elena Matheson, you have been nominated to take charge of the Sisters of the Wind,” Mina said. “Do you accept this nomination?”

      “I do.”

      “Before we go on,” Mina said, breaking custom, “we must know—your promises… you really think you can pull this off?”

      Elena nodded. “If not, I’ll be dead and things can go back to the way they were.”

      “We won’t let that happen,” Lilly spoke up from her side.

      Clearly the other Sisters were uncomfortable with her speaking up like this, but times were changing. They had better get used to it. To put them all at ease and to take advantage of the fact that she had them all gathered here, Elena spoke up.

      “The Sisters of the Wind were started for a reason. Not to simply stay to the shadows, not to spy, but to bring about change. The winds of change are picking up, and I believe now is the time to exert our influence on the city. It won’t be overnight—it will take time. But if we stand united, we can make this work. And it won’t be only us, either.”

      “Explain,” Mina demanded.

      Elena held back her grin, interested in hearing how they would take this latest news. “Perhaps some of you know the boy called Young Tom? I have spoken with him, and he has agreed to start up a Brother organization, much like our own. He will answer to me, and in doing so, we will be twice as powerful. All Sister secrets will remain ours, and theirs mostly theirs, though I will oversee both. He has intel from having worked closely with Kevin where I have not. He knows some of the inner workings of the warlords in ways none of us could, and that goes for even the greatest spies among us. And there’s more.” She waited, but all stared, clearly anxious to hear what she had to say. “Some of you know I have formed a relationship with Rodin. He will bring others over to serve as our guards, to be the troops we need when the time comes. We can’t make true change on our own, and I am pleased to tell you that we won’t have to. This is a family, now. A true family.”

      She knew as well as any of them that, while blood family mattered, other factors were more important. If a father could betray his daughter, not come after her and have her mother killed, that was grounds for that man no longer being considered to have the blood bond. What Elena had with these people would always be stronger than any ties she might have with Kevin.

      “We accept these terms, and appoint you head of the Sisters of the Wind,” the Mina said. All others started to lift their hands, but Lilly stepped forward, clearing her throat.

      “There was a time when we had a mother, of sorts,” Lilly said. “Our founder is no longer breathing, may the heavens treat her well, but it seems to me,” Lilly turned, bowing to Elena, “that we have a new Mother.”

      It took a second, but then the others bowed and repeated the word, “Mother.”

      Elena beamed, taking a step and embracing the girl who she replaced. Standing there and looking out over the first group of her army, she almost felt sorry for Kevin. But no, that was a lingering thought of him as a father. She pushed it aside, and waved her hand for the feast to begin.

      At that, several Sisters brought in plates of lemon chicken seasoned with basil, mashed potatoes, and sliced apples. It wasn’t much by Sabin’s old standards of a feast, but Elena had always preferred the more down-to-Earth style of her Sisters.

      She couldn’t linger long, though, because she had work to do in the city. Soon she excused herself, moving on with Lilly to quickly dart across town. Wendy would be waiting, hopefully, with the answers Elena needed.

      The two arrived at Pork’s to the smell of grease and it got her mouth watering. Pork eyed her warily, not exactly the warm welcome from before. Elena was about to ask why, when she saw the bowler hats out of the corner of her eyes. Two Civilized Gentlemen, sitting with Wendy. This was supposed to be the meeting where the two ladies would discuss how to deal with the situation. Having them here for said meeting threw a bit of a wrench in that, but she adapted.

      Wendy saw her and approached, telling the Civilized she would be right back. Lilly, however, lingered outside of the restaurant at a hiding spot across the street.

      “She still won’t speak with me?” Wendy asked as the two met in the middle, by the soda machine.

      “No.”

      Wendy’s eyes moved over Elena’s outfit. “You’re ready to deal with them?”

      “It wasn’t the plan, but… yes.”

      “I know, I do.” Wendy pulled her close, lowering her voice. “Thing is, they have something…something I think you’ll want to see. Paying the debt in this situation? It might benefit you as much as them.”

      That had her attention. She was about to walk over, but Wendy put a hand out. “I know why I might want him back, but… what’s in it for you?”

      “That toy of his, the blaster?” She shrugged. “I kind of broke it, but want him to make me another. And more, if he can.”

      Wendy’s eyebrows shot up, but then she laughed. “That thing? Really?”

      “Turns out, his little hobby might be more valuable than you realized.”

      “One price I ask.”

      It was Elena’s turn to raise her eyebrows. “I’d be rescuing your husband.”

      “A husband I threw out but could maybe learn to love again. What I care about is my daughter.”

      Elena’s gaze followed hers to the spot across the street where they could see Lilly’s shoes in a sliver of light, not much else. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “That’s all I ask.”

      “And in return, you’ll join my ranks—swear allegiance, both you and Alex. He’ll do what he can to find parts, build me another blaster, but me and nobody else. You help guide me, sharing what you can from observing my father and Sabin all those years.”

      Wendy nodded. “All I want is the chance to sit with her, try my best, and hope she lets me back into her life. You make that happen, you got yourself a deal.”

      “Then it’s settled. Let’s discuss the payment.”

      The meeting was a go. They approached, with Wendy taking the seat opposite the Civilized Gentleman she recognized, Wendy at the other.

      “Leonard,” Elena said, giving him a nod, then to his partner. “I understand I’ll be helping with a bit of debt.”

      He smiled, steepling his fingers. “I’m prepared to make a deal in writing.”

      “What sort of deal are we discussing, exactly?”

      “Neutrality, for one. As an added bonus for freeing Wendy’s husband of his debts. We don’t attack you or yours, even set up boundaries if necessary.”

      “Really?” She leaned in, interest piqued. “But Kevin. I thought you were in cahoots.”

      “Our deal… fell through. Due to a failure to deliver on his part. And that brings us to the topic at hand. Payment.”

      She nodded. “What did you have in mind?”

      His eyes creased in excitement, his buddy’s fingers moving on the table nervously. They weren’t just going to ask for a few tokens, clearly.

      “We know you were there, Elena.” Leonard nodded to his buddy. “Jacob here was on the lookout, and can confirm what I thought I saw.”

      “And that would be?”

      He leaned in, lowering his voice, “How much of it did you manage to get away with? How much wasn’t destroyed in the explosion?”

      She leaned back, struck by the fact that they knew. If they thought they could get her supply, they were dead wrong. His eyes flashed annoyance, then went stoic, more professional.

      “Miss Matheson, I trust you would like to know what that, er, substance is. No?”

      “I would.” She couldn’t deny that.

      “In that case, I would suggest you come with us.”

      She stared, blinked, managed just barely to hold back a laugh, and then said, “What?” But before they could answer, she waved off the comment with her hand. “In what world would I go anywhere with you? Do I look so gullible? For all I know you’re still in with Kevin and mean to deliver me up, or maybe you’re just annoyed at me and want to ditch my body somewhere. No, thank you.”

      She moved to stand, but Wendy shook her head, then nodded at the Civilized. “You told me, so… tell her. Trust me, once she understands, she’ll be on board.”

      Elena eyed her old friend, not totally sure she could trust her. That little speech, though, had her curious. “Tell me what?”

      Leonard didn’t seem too happy about it, but after a few seconds of staring, and Pork coming by to see if they wanted anything but getting a rude, dismissive glare from the other Civilized, Leonard finally pulled out a folded paper.

      He set it on the table, and smiled.

      Elena eyed it and felt her annoyance building. “A damn NDA?”

      “And at the bottom, our contract. As discussed regarding both Alex and neutrality between you and your father.” He took out a pen, signing his part of it.

      “Now…” She took the pen, eyed the contract, and didn’t see anything wrong with it, so signed. “What is it?”

      The Civilized grinned, then held out one more piece of paper—an old print of the same painting that Elena had seen in the base of the Sisters. An image of the strange-looking flying object with the golden light.

      Before anyone else could notice, he tucked it in again and was beaming. “You see, we think we understand its use. This… product of yours.”

      She held up a finger, then pointed it at the jacket pocket where the paper had vanished. “You’re telling me, you have… One of those?”

      “We have remnants of one. We’re not entirely sure this will do anything, but we owe it to ourselves and humanity to try. Now… are you in?”

      A real-life flying ship. Her own military’s or another’s? Maybe even something from beyond the skies? Her eyes met Wendy, who was grinning. The woman had called it. There was no way Elena could back away from this.

      Turning back to Leonard, she said, “The deal is for one-quarter of a pound. Nothing more or I walk, and even then, it’s solely to get this bad boy working.”

      “That should do just fine.”

      Leonard gestured and they all filed out, heading for the door and ignoring the curious glances their way.

      “One sec,” Elena said, and moved back to check on Pork. Glancing over her shoulder to see the others at the doorway and out of earshot, she said, “Things are going to turn around here, you’ll see.”

      He nodded her way. “You going with them? Caution is the word.”

      “Agreed. If you don’t hear from me by this time tomorrow… spread the word—tell them where to start the search.”

      “You got it.”

      With that, she turned to join Wendy and the Civilized. A quick nod to Lilly told her that she would be okay, but to try and keep a tail on them if possible. Elena was being taken to, in theory, check out some sort of craft she was going to help get airborne. The implications were numerous, not least of which meant a possibility of being able to travel even beyond the Elsewhere.

      The Civilized had a car out back, a younger man serving as their driver. He opened the door and the four piled in. A bit tight, but it would do. They didn’t have far to travel, anyway.

      As they went, Elena couldn’t help but cast suspicious glances at the men and even Wendy from time to time. Lilly would do a good job keeping up, she had no doubt. If she didn’t, at least someone would be able to report in on where the car had gone.

      She had put her faith in the Civilized before, but this time they had a contract. Did that really mean so much to them that it would be enough to protect her?

      “You have been busy,” Leonard said, the car bumping along past the Orange Square.

      “I’m flattered that you cared enough to pay attention to little ol’ me.”

      He smiled a half-smile. “Oh, Elena, if you only knew.”

      “Excuse me?” She looked around at the others, who all seemed equally off guard by that little comment. Wicker City was a small area, only a fraction of what had once been Chicago, after all. She couldn’t begin to place him. As he turned away from the conversation, she assessed him. The guy had to have at least fifteen, maybe twenty, years on her. If he had been checking her out back when she was a young teen, that said something about him that she preferred not to know. At least for now.

      The car pulled up to the strange part of town with the ties hanging and streets cleaner than most, but then only slowed slightly. At a rap on the divider from Leonard, the driver apparently remembered where he was going, and kept on. Right up close to the wall along the water.

      Leonard didn’t wait for the driver to open his door, but got out first and held the door. “Elena.”

      She followed, the other man moving out of her way. Once they were out in the open, she realized she recognized this place. It had been a spot of curiosity for some time when she had first arrived. Part of the city that had been under water, but the water was receding. Workers in the city had started working to expand the walls outward as the water receded, and soon were able to block it off enough that they claimed to be able to make more progress in the years to come.

      Apparently, that progress had happened. Only, the cement here had a permanent black sheen to it, likely due to whatever had been in the water.

      “Not so long ago, we made a discovery,” Leonard told her, leading the way through some rubble and around overturned cars. Bones of a large fish lay against a barnacle-covered speed boat. “It was then that we started looking to Kevin and his supposed stash of New Gold, having seen the clues. Clues such as that painting, and more.”

      They ducked into a collapsed parking garage, where two Civilized Gentlemen stood guard, but backed off at a wave from Leonard.

      “Enough talking, though, I’ll let your eyes do the talking for me.” Leonard led her through the door, and within, flipped a switch.

      A floodlight lit a line across a large room in what looked like it might have once been an exterior landing pad, judging by the circle. What made it a room now were the piles of debris and broken cement that formed walls and ceiling. The item of focus though, truly made Elena stop in her tracks. There, nudged up against one wall and slightly on its side but otherwise looking in good shape, as if it had been restored, was what looked like the image from the painting. Almost like the old fighter jets from military manuals, but this one was more rounded with two sides that were round at the front and curved out to a point at the rear.

      “This… is for real?” Elena stepped up to it, but turned back to make sure it was safe. After a nod of confirmation from her guide and excitement from Wendy, she continued. Up close it was even more impressive, with its sleek metal. All was stained black around it, but not the craft. The glass of the cockpit had a curve and gleam to it that made her wonder what it might be made of. “It was in the water?”

      “We assume so, though as you can tell… the material doesn’t allow us to tell for sure.”

      She ran a hand over it, impressed, then suddenly didn’t want to waste any more time. “Where’s the fuel tank?”

      “That’s just it,” Leonard said. “There isn’t one. Not that we can see, anyway.”

      “Damn,” Wendy spoke up, now nearby.

      Elena circled it, eyeing the ship, and looking around the tail ends for herself. Sure enough, no signs of where fuel might go. She knelt, checking under, and then eyed the cockpit. “Have you been able to get inside?”

      Leonard grinned wide and went up to the area below the door. Pressing his hand there, several objects flashed. He entered a return code. The cockpit swung open.

      “We’ve had some time to study it, but that’s as far as we got.”

      “It should be enough.” She nodded to Wendy, who clasped her hands to give her a leg up and in. Once inside, Elena was amazed at the simplicity of it—no controls other than a display and two sliding buttons.

      And there was the area she had been looking for, right next to her right leg. Like the loading chamber of the blaster.

      “Leonard, you ready to collect your payment?” She called out. “Because if so, you’re going to want to be watching this.”

      He stepped up, considered her, then nodded. “One-quarter of a pound, yes?”

      “Let’s start lower, see what she takes.” Elena had divided her pound of New Gold into eight, so two of them would make the payment. She took one, held it up for him to see, and then poured its contents into the loading tube that could otherwise have been misidentified as a cigarette lighter that some of the old cars had.

      As with the blaster, the effects took a few seconds to kick in. But when they did, it was certainly a moment that would change Elena’s view of the world forever. The craft lit up, screen coming to life and showing coordinates, star maps, all manner of oddities. Lines of light lit up along the hull, power roaring, and when she slid her finger along one section of the controls, weapons appeared. Another, and the craft lifted into the air a few feet before she brought it slowly back down.

      She stared in awe, then turned to see the others staring with open mouths and wide eyes.

      “Theory confirmed,” Elena said, “and debt paid. I hope we can be more than simply neutral in the days ahead.”

      “So do I, after the situation with your father comes to a close.” Leonard was there to help her down, and to her relief didn’t try to slit her throat and take the rest of the New Gold. Only the people in that room began to understand the true value of it now.

      “Elena!” a voice called before they were able to further the discussion. “Elena!”

      One of the guards poked his head in, staring in amazement for a moment before saying, “Sir Leonard, there is a man out here.”

      “Who is it?” Leonard demanded, glaring.

      “The diner guy—Pork.”

      Elena frowned, not liking that he had felt the need to come here and call for her like this. “Excuse me, I’ll see what this is about.”

      “We all will,” Leonard said, storming out with her. Clearly, he meant to give Pork a lashing if this wasn’t the most important matter in the history of men.

      Just outside, past the two guards who had rifles aimed at him, stood Pork. Lilly and three Sisters who weren’t far behind, not bothering to stay hidden.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “Kevin,” Pork replied. “He sent messengers, found out you were at my place so… told me to get a hold of you. He has someone named Rodin, said you’d know what that means?”

      Elena’s heart dropped into her boots, her gut clenching and hand instinctively checking for her New Gold. She was likely going to need it.
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      The sun was already set by the time Elena found Kevin on the rooftop. Rodin lay bound and gagged at his feet. Kevin looked out over the city, not even bothering to turn as she approached. Even out of his periphery, he could tell she was pissed.

      “Was this supposed to be some sort of scavenger hunt? You kidnap my boyfriend and make me search the city?”

      Kevin turned and gave her an easy smile. “I apologize for that. I didn’t hurt him. This was the only way I could think of to get your attention. You’re not an easy person to find, either.”

      She stepped toward him. She was dressed differently than the last time he’d seen her with an elegant cloak draped over her shoulders. It suited her. He couldn’t help but feel a twinge of pride. She’d only been in Wicker City for a couple weeks and already she was thriving.

      “Do you know why this rooftop is special?” he asked.

      “That’s your question?” She glanced down at Rodin, who looked up at her with wide eyes.

      Kevin took a step to the side, putting himself between the two of them. “Sabin and I picked this spot three years ago. It’s the only rooftop with a clear view of the entire city to the west and the Great Lake to the east. We chose it for the location of the Passing of the Keys Ceremony. Every year, the lieutenants would come up here, swear fealty to Sabin, and once again turn their keys over to him. I thought it only fitting that this be the site of our conversation.”

      Her hands were clenched into fists. “Is that what’s supposed to happen? I’m supposed to swear my fealty?”

      Kevin sighed. This wasn’t going like he’d imagined it in his mind. He’d wanted this to be a moment of reconciliation. Instead, she was framing it like he wanted her to bow down before him. “No. Not exactly. I would like to propose an arrangement I think we’d both find beneficial.”

      The anger flashed in her eyes. “Kinda hard to take an offer seriously when you’ve got Rodin tied up at your feet.”

      “I’ll let him go. I promise. If you listen to what I have to say.”

      She hesitated, then nodded. “Talk fast. I’m not in a listening mood.”

      “Understandable.” He took a deep breath. This was the moment. The moment they’d once again become a family. “I guess you know that I now hold Sabin’s seat. I’d like you to join me. You would be my only lieutenant. Second-in-command in all of Wicker City.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Kinda like your deal with Sabin? Because that didn’t end up working so well for him.”

      “Please,” he said with a scoff. “Sabin was a lot of things, but he wasn’t a Matheson.” He paused, considering how best to continue. “My grandfather told me a story about when he was a boy. He was quite young, but he remembered it vividly. He told me about the time before the Great Downfall, and afterward how quickly everything changed. In a matter of days, the greatest civilization the world had ever known descended into chaos. He and his family lived in a city far to the east of here. Beyond the Great Lake even.”

      Elena tilted her head at that, like maybe she didn’t believe such a place even existed.

      “My grandfather told me about how the city fell. How people fought over scraps of bread while the world burned. But his father wasn’t like the rest. He took charge. Helped the people start the long and painful process of rebuilding a society from out of the rubble.”

      “Why are you telling me this now?”

      “Because you asked about Sabin. He wasn’t a Matheson. Mathesons are meant to lead. You have the blood of someone destined to rule. The two of us together can turn this city into something great.”

      She let out a bitter laugh and turned, looking out over the city. Tiny lights flickered in a thousand windows beneath them, most from candles and a lucky few from electricity. “You haven’t exactly been honest with me since I got back. About anything. How am I supposed to trust you?”

      “Then ask.” His voice was urgent. This was his one shot at getting Elena on his side, and it felt like it was slipping away. “Anything you want to know, just ask me. I’ll be honest. I promise.”

      Her gaze stayed fixed on the city below. “My exile. What really happened?”

      Kevin stepped up beside her, thinking back to that time six years ago. “Most of what I told you was true. Sabin’s reputation was just starting to grow, and people were taking notice. My good friend Thomas Young—Young Tom’s father—found out the Red Strikes were planning an attack. They were much more powerful than Sabin’s crew at the time, and Thomas urged us to flee the city. When I refused, he took you and ran. We had no idea where you’d gone, and we spent the next year searching the city. Eventually, Thomas came back. He told us that you died in the Elsewhere.”

      “He told me you died too. I suppose he didn’t want me to come back looking for you. Probably thought it was too dangerous.” Elena’s voice was hollow. “What did you do to him when he came back?”

      “What do you think I did? The man stole my daughter and let her die in the Elsewhere.”

      Elena’s lips were pressed into a thin line. She said nothing.

      “What else do you want to know?”

      She spun toward him, eyes alive with emotion. “Mom. What really happened to Mom?”

      Kevin swallowed hard. This would be more difficult, but he’d promised to be honest, and he intended to keep that promise.

      “Patricia was never the same after you left. She threw herself into looking for you, heart and soul. Even after Thomas came back to Wicker City, she didn’t believe that you’d died, and she began venturing out into the Elsewhere to search. At first it was just for a few days at a time. Then it became a week. A month. I suspected that she had a lover somewhere out there. Her time in Wicker City became shorter and less frequent with each passing year. Then, ten months ago, she returned with a tale about a huge supply of New Gold in Springtown, and she introduced me to a man from Springtown who was willing to make a deal.”

      “Ten months ago. You said that was the last time you saw her.”

      “I lied.” He waited a moment to see if she’d respond. When she didn’t, he continued. “This next part will be tough to hear. She came back to Wicker City just a couple of days before you arrived, and this time she brought her lover with her. She demanded a portion of the New Gold when I received it. Said it was her right for setting up the deal. She claimed that it was to help some settlement that was being harassed, but I have no way of knowing if that was true. She threatened to destroy the deal and tell the man from Springtown I was planning to betray her. I couldn’t let that happen.”

      Elena glared at Kevin. Her voice quivered when she spoke. “You shot her. I saw her outside the city. She said someone…it was you.”

      Kevin met his daughter’s gaze, forcing himself not to look away. “I had no choice. That New Gold was too important to the future of this city.”

      “You killed your own wife. My mother! And still, you have the audacity to ask me to join you.”

      Kevin’s voice was hard when he spoke again. “Listen carefully, Elena. There are two ways this can go. We can use our energy fighting each other, like the warlords used to. Or we can work together. I have a dream of bringing lasting peace to this city and then expanding that peace out to the Elsewhere. To the whole region. Maybe even that city my grandfather talked about east of the Great Lake. But it will never happen unless we can work together.”

      “Then it can never happen.” Her eyes were dead serious now, all signs of emotion gone. “I’m taking Rodin, and we’re leaving.”

      Kevin grabbed her arm, his hand moving of its own accord. “Not until you hear me out!”

      Elena glanced down at his hand. “Hear me now, Father. We are done here. Let me go.”

      “No, not until—”

      In a flash, she was in motion, twisting her body, pulling free of his grip. She brought her knee up, driving it into the bullet wound in his side. He howled in pain, hand going to the injury as spots filled his vision. The pain brought with it clarity. And then anger. This wasn’t going to end the way he had hoped.

      He forced himself upright and let out a snarl, lunging at her, hands outstretched. She deftly avoided his grasp, slipping out of range of his hands. He took another step forward and threw a right-handed jab, a punch that had never missed its target. But somehow she managed to slip inside that one as well.

      The fury overtook him now. He charged, all thought and strategy gone from his mind. He simply wanted to grab the slippery, defiant young woman in front of him, and teach her a lesson, show her what true strength looked like. His hands grasped at empty air as she once again dodged, avoiding the attack.

      But she was done playing defense, it seemed. As he tumbled past her, she brought down an elbow onto his back, knocking him flat onto his face on the concrete roof. He rolled onto his back, intending to leap to his feet, but she was already on him. Grabbing his shirt with her left hand, she drove her right fist into his face again and again. The punches were sharp and incredibly fast, like a hundred bee stings in quick succession. Finally, his head fell back onto the pavement, and stars filled his vision.

      She climbed off him and ran over to Rodin, removing his gag and untying him. “Are you all right?”

      “I am now,” he said in a weak voice. “I can’t believe you just beat up Kevin Matheson. That was epic!”

      “Yeah. I guess I’ve sort of been waiting my whole life to do that.”

      Kevin rolled onto his side and coughed. A bit of bloody spittle escaped his lips. “Elena, it’s not too late. Please reconsider. We can do real good here. I’ve spent years studying this city. I know every secret.”

      A smile crossed Elena’s lips. “Somehow I don’t think that’s true.”

      He looked at her for a long moment. “The New Gold. You got your hands on some of it. It’s the only explanation for how you beat me.”

      Elena took a step toward him and glared down at his beaten face. “I’m not going to kill you, Father. Not because you don’t deserve it. You’ve earned that fate a thousand times. I’m not going to kill you because I want to be different from you or Sabin or Peter or any of the others. You were right that I am a Matheson, destined to lead. But I get to choose what kind of leader I will be. From now on, stay away from me, and I’ll do the same. You want peace? That’s the price.”

      She started to walk away, but then turned back to him.

      “One more thing. The New Gold… maybe I got some, and maybe I didn’t. But I didn’t use any tonight. That person who just kicked your ass? That was one hundred percent me.”

      She helped Rodin to his feet, and the two of them headed toward the staircase.

      Kevin Matheson, Warlord of Wicker City, lay on the cold concrete roof, beaten and bloody, his city stretched below him.
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      Elena still couldn’t believe it was over. It had been a week since her meeting with Kevin, and so far their new arrangement was working out. No surprises, yet.

      She looked over at Rodin, sleeping on his bed. He would take time to recover, but then what? She had put personal feelings above her need to fix this city, and that couldn’t be. She had feelings for the man and was sure their time would come, but not yet.

      “Stay safe,” she muttered, then leaned over and kissed his forehead. Standing, she gave him another glance, then walked out of there.

      Emerging into the main room of their new base, Elena found Alex and Wendy there, both grinning wide. Elena was pleased to see them together again. They would need work, as all couples did, but at least they wouldn’t have the Civilized and Alex’s problems in that regard hanging over them.

      “What is it?” Elena asked.

      “New discovery,” Alex said, holding up a small circle with metal rings around it, crisscrossing. It resembled a planet in some ways, but with too many rings.

      “We haven’t had a chance to test it yet,” Wendy added. “But see here? I think it attaches to something else, maybe a gun, or maybe it’s some sort of power generator on a larger scale.”

      “Great, let’s add it to the collection.” Elena eyed it, worried about the various artifacts they had been discovering, now that a team was on it. Digging through rubble, moving walls, and finding new chambers. It was hard work but had the potential to open them up to so many new possibilities.

      With a nod, the two went off, Wendy even letting her husband take her arm in his.

      Still no blaster replacement, which frustrated Elena, but she had three-quarters of a pound of New Gold and a vault of strange artifacts. When the time came, they might possibly find they already had better weapons in there, of a sort. The danger was in not knowing what they had; they could blow up the whole city by accident.

      Patience and wisdom were the name of the game, for now. As much as the city seemed stable these last few days, Elena would never grow complacent. She knew plenty well that Kevin being in any sort of leadership position could never end well.

      She stepped out onto the walkway that lined the inner courtyard, where below Sisters and new recruits to the Brothers trained. It was good seeing them working together, learning to trust one another. Each maintained their own bases as well, but rotations had been set up so that everyone stayed alert, and so that anyone trying to target an individual wouldn’t be able to rely on routine.

      Some worked on hand-to-hand fighting, others on weapons training, led by some of the men Rodin had brought in. Sisters worked with Young Tom and others to teach them the ways of stealth.

      It was all in preparation for what was to come. At the moment, though, the whiff of fried dough caught her nose and she grinned at the sight of Pork and two men with him bringing in the catering.

      “That’s break!” one of the Sisters called out, and those below finished what they were doing before heading for a side room where they would eat together.

      Elena, however, wasn’t feeling especially hungry. Instead, she headed for the door to the patio.

      Lilly waited outside, eyeing her with curiosity. The warm sun managed to break through the haze momentarily, casting Lilly in a heavenly light. A gust of wind tousled her hair, worn down for the first time that Elena could remember. “You’re ready so soon?”

      “We have work to do.”

      “Of course.” Her eyes flitted back to the door as Elena closed it. “We’ll have eyes on him. Don’t worry.”

      Elena smiled, humored by the sentiment. “Worry is a thing of the past. From now on, all I do is hope. Hope and believe that the change we need will come.”

      “You have all of your answers then? The past is really behind you?”

      Giving this question proper consideration, Elena thought back on what she had learned. That her parents’ friend, Thomas, had helped her escape the city based on the belief that her parents really were killed. He thought she would be next, but acted too soon. While the attack had come, her parents had survived. His son, Young Tom, was now on her side. She would protect him from violence as much as she could, as his father had tried to do for her. As for her mother, it seemed Kevin had killed her. That she had brought the news of New Gold to him, having learned about it while out searching for Elena.

      At least one of them had tried. One of them had cared. The thought still stung, but Elena would push on—for her mother.

      “Yes,” she finally replied. “And while the city is still broken, the pieces are out there. All we have to do is solve the puzzle, make this place whole as it never was, but always should have been. This will be our sanctuary.”

      “And… the ship?”

      Elena grinned. So Lilly had followed them, or at least had someone on the inside watching. “That’s another puzzle entirely.”
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