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Welcome!

Join my email list here: http://zombiebooks.net/rpm-subscribe/

In the story Perth tosses a brown paper bag at the foot of one of her customers. We aren't told what's inside. But you can! Sign up to my mailing list and you can tell me. I'll pick the best and write it into the series!

Join my community on Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/sincethesirens/

I use Facebook to interact with readers, and they can discuss the books with each other.

I hope you'll join us.

For now, enjoy the story!

E.E.
Isherwood [April 2016]






Introduction to the Revolutions Per Mile series.

Being a writer gives me all the advantages of being a picky reader. If I can't find a book that is exactly what I want to read, I can write it. My first series of books dealt with zombies and the survival of a 15-year-old boy and his 104-year-old great-grandmother. That allowed me to explore the world of the young man as he was faced with the challenges of an unfolding emergency. They aren't traditional heroes nor are my zombies traditional zombies. But they are the types of stories I love to read. As of April, 2016, I'll have four volumes in Sirens of the Zombie Apocalypse.

The Revolutions Per Mile series takes place after America's collapse. Instead of zombies, the culprit of the world's demise is thought to be nuclear war. My heroine, Perth Hopkins, is a young girl who grew up wrenching with her father as he worked on his sports cars. That knowledge gave her the leg up she needed to escape the mushroom clouds and find refuge on the high plains of Kansas.

But as a reader I wanted to focus less on the cause and more on the result. I imagined Hays, Kansas as a focal point for people fleeing the big cities at opposite ends of Interstate 70 (Denver and Kansas City). Those with the fastest cars would arrive there first, be in the best position to make the rules, and so on. Speedy modern muscle cars would find a place in the ecosystem of the post apocalyptic high plains. The cars are well-maintained, drawing spare parts from the multitude of vehicles abandoned on the highways, and fuel is plentiful because of the relationship with the oil fields of North Dakota. Drivers like Perth would do well in such an environment, though the challenges would only grow as survivors became more desperate and the cars themselves began to break down.

America's lifeblood is its highways. I believe Kansas is where that blood will flow the longest. See if you agree. I hope you'll find this introductory story exciting as we take a look at this New World through Perth's eyes.

Welcome to Post Apocalyptic Ponies.

E.E. Isherwood
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Prologue

The long ribbon of pavement brought me to this place when I was
fifteen. It chewed on my leg like a feral dog for two years until I
was old enough and talented enough to get behind the wheel and tame
it. Once I tasted the road, I bled gasoline.

I now live in high plains Kansas. It's an island of safety between
the glowing nuclear pyres. Girls my age must work to survive, same as
everyone else. My unfortunate sisters have to toil in the fields or
wrench in garages. They go slow.

I'm one of the lucky few: I spend my life going fast as a
courier. I feel the wind through my hair. I get to see what's over
the horizon. I do everything in the top gear. Without us drivers,
this place would be nothing more than tumbleweeds and hawks.

I never look back, except for my dad. He perished with the rest of
the world. Truth be told, I wanted to die with him. But some days,
when I drive very fast, he returns to me. Tells me I'm pushing
too hard.

He always forgets. Out here, there's no slowing down.




Milk
run

My foot beat down the clutch as my hand rattled the shifter in
between gears. There weren't a lot of choices when you're moving
close to a hundred miles per hour, but I always sought out my car's
limits.

“Take it easy K-bear.”

That's my dad. Koala Bear: my nickname since birth. It went with
my given name, Perth, though I'd grown to hate both as childish
nonsense. Everything was “Australia” with my parents.
Blech! He knew I
hated being told what to do, though I never understood why he waited
until I was going dangerously fast to start up with me.

In response, I downshifted and crushed the gas pedal to the floor
as I rounded the sweeping turn on the desolate two-lane blacktop
road. I leaned against my bucket seat and hung on to the steering
wheel as the powerful car shot me around the bend and up the gentle
hill beyond. If I'd kept on the gas I could have probably caught some
air going over the next rise, but I finally listened to my caution and
let the speedometer return to safe pastures.

Wilmore was a hundred miles south of Hays, my home. The windswept
plains between the two was the area of safety where the youngest
girls drove as couriers. They kept us there because it was safe.
Thus, we were called ponies. Get it? I know: totally lame.

The town was one of the most distant settlements in the south. More
of a village, if you ask me. They needed me to run some parts up to Hays
and have the machine crews fix them. I arrived with the repaired
parts in my trunk, and all I had to do was dump them off so I could
get back out on the road.

It's what the other girls called a milk run.

I saw Captain Ross in front of the feed store when I pulled up.

“Ahoy, madam Perth!” Ross wasn't the captain of a
vessel; by some agreement early on, town leaders were called captains. Some took the title more seriously than others.
Even though he came in the with refugees, locals tolerated him as
captain because he managed the town's supplies like a “big city
accountant.” Those were his words, anyway.

When I looked at him I saw a tired old man with a left eye that
always seemed half-shut.

“Ahoy captain.” No reason not to humor the man with
the nautical nonsense.

“Did you bring them to me?”

I handed him the box of parts, but he grimaced. I read the
disappointment as he set the box on a nearby table. So much about
dealing with people revolved around things left unsaid. I'd just
delivered the parts he needed to run his farm equipment, or
machinery, or whatever, but he was worried about something much less
important—at least on the grand scale.

“No, silly girl. I'm talking about the other things.”

I looked around to make sure no one else was watching us. There
were people out and about in the one-block row of storefronts, but
everyone appeared consumed by their own problems. I kneeled over to
fiddle with the laces of my driving boots and I threw the badly
creased brown paper bag near his feet. He pretended not to see it.

“You're a lifesaver, Perth.”

“You just like me because I'm fast.” I laughed,
thinking I had made an innocent joke, but my own words soon left me
feeling cold despite the July heat. Though my shrug's long sleeves
were already tight, I cinched up each arm in turn, as if to make it
clear the skin underneath was not for sale. If the Captain read
anything into what I'd said, he made no show of it. He was all
smiles.

Note to self: never tell a strange man, no matter how amiable, you
are fast.

Before the awkwardness engulfed me, he grabbed the bag, bid me
goodbye, and went inside his shop.

As I walked back to my open door I wondered if it was all in my
imagination. I tried to believe the best in people, and the Captain
was one of the few men on my routes that seemed normal by apocalyptic
standards, but everyone had needs—thus the bag. Maybe he was
already planning what he'd say on our next meeting. Of course, I
realized I was already planning what I'd say at that meeting.

That's why I liked driving. I always knew what to do. I could
always get away from trouble.

I hopped in my Old World IROC-Z and made my way out of town.

My dad, always patiently waiting to point out the obvious, said,
“You need to watch what you say out here.”

I looked over, shocked that he'd lecture me in anything less than
fifth gear. I was also angry because the man was right. Just because
I was a pony didn't mean I had to act like one.




Penn and Garth

I didn't get far out of town before I saw two young men walking
along the roadway's shoulder. They were holding hands, but something
was wrong in the way the taller one walked. I recognized the shorter
one as I closed the distance, so I slowed to talk to them with my
windows down.

From across the front seat I yelled to them. “Hey Penn,
how's things?”

I knew Penn from our time in the relocation center. Kids were
grouped and called to meals by first names, so we were buddies.

The nearer boy bent down to look into the cabin. He had stormy
gray eyes and well-cropped hair, which was the style of the men and
boys up north. Part of me registered him as not unattractive. “Oh
hey, Perth. Things are...” He looked tired. I expected the
happy Penn I knew from our prior meetings.

“You guys want a ride?” It was the friendly thing to
do, though it wouldn't be comfortable for someone to ride in my
backseat—I had it ripped out.

Penn considered, eying the back and perhaps picturing himself in
the cargo area. He would have to squeeze back there, given the size
of his brother.

“No, I do appreciate it, but Garth here needs his exercise.”
His words conveyed the sadness of his eyes, though he was ever-trying
to smile through it.

I got a good look at Garth, who naturally turned toward the car
with the conversation. It was clear why he was holding the hand of
his brother—he'd been grievously wounded on his head. A large
swath of his brown hair had been shaved. The still-red wound scar was
impossible to miss.

“Hang on a sec.” I goosed the car ahead so I could
pull over, then I jumped out and walked back. Out of habit I grabbed
my leather jacket and pulled it on.

Next to us, a small stream cut through the pastures and provided
enough water to support some large cottonwood trees. They dropped
shade just off the roadway. We all made our way out of the sun.

“What happened, Penn?” I looked at his brother, and
got the sense he wasn't there. It wasn't that unusual given the state
of the world and mental health, but anyone who could survive such a
wound had to be a survivor. I remembered seeing Garth—he played
protective older brother—at the relocation center, but hadn't
seen him with Penn in the two years since.

Penn sat his brother in the shade and faced him so he could look
at the waterway. He then came over to me. I felt myself take a step
back as he neared. He spoke in a quiet voice.

“Garth was driving with the oil convoys up north this
spring. After the deep snow of the winter, the town captains all
wanted to get up there as soon as it melted. It was clear down here,
but too much snow remained in the Dakota's—the convoys had to
go slower than normal. Lots of losses, but we got our damned oil and
they got their food, right?”

He pointed back toward the creek. “And Garth got a hole in
the head as a souvenir. Now I have to take care of him, or he...”
Penn was only slightly taller than me—I've always been the tall
girl in school—and he was an epitome of strong and confident,
but when he looked at me I saw nothing but heartbreak in his soul.
Loss was expected out here, and us outsiders all lost pretty much our
entire families during the early months after the war, but I could
tell Garth was suffering something worse than death. Someone who
couldn't contribute would not have a long life. Penn knew where
things were heading, and what he might have to do to his brother.

I changed the subject. “Are you still driving?” There
were few good opportunities for kids who gave up driving. Unless you
were older, it was farming or wrenching, take your pick.

“Nah, I need to take care of Garth. I moved us into a
farmhouse not far up the road. We work with the other families
there.”

I wondered if it was true they both worked up there, but I
didn't press.

I was starting to get fidgety. They didn't want a ride, and I was
caught up on Penn's unfortunate life. I'd been standing still for too
long.

“Well, I have to—”

“Wait, before you go.” He also seemed anxious. While
he rubbed the back of his head he looked at me with embarrassment. It
was kind of cute. “I, uh, thought maybe you'd come by sometime
and I could look under your hood.”

My eyes must have lit up with surprise because he was quick to
continue. “No! I mean look under your car's hood. Oh, man.
Sorry, no. Let me start over.” He took a quick breath. “I've
spent a lot of time up in the big garages working on cars. I could
look under your Camaro's hood and help you tweak her.”
He pointed to my car. “Find a few more horsepower. That's all.”
His red face practically glowed.

I imagined my dad's response if he heard us talking. “Danger
K-bear, danger.” Always danger.

I'd almost never turn away help with tweaking my car's engine, but
seeing his brother, knowing the situation of them both, and feeling
the strange attraction despite all that was too much for me at that
moment.

I took one last peek into his eyes—I hesitated beyond my
comfort zone—before I turned around with a stiff wave. I shook
my head no.

“I'll see ya round, Penn. Good luck.”

I practically ran to the car, jumped in, and drove off.

“You should belt in K-bear. It isn't safe to drive without a
seatbelt.”

“I know, Dad. Damn.”

I was up over a hundred before I finally listened to his advice.
My mind was still a quarter mile behind.




No
one can make you pull over

My dad used to always talk about Murphy's Law. “If something
can go wrong, it will,” he'd say with his deep laugh as he
worked on cars in our garage. “You think this bolt was just
gonna come out on it's own, all nice and prim?” he'd say. “Hell
no, this thing is rusted on, and because Mr. Murphy is watching, he's
going to make sure that damned thing is going to require me to grind
it off, even though it's in the most inconvenient spot you can
imagine.”

He'd laugh of course—he was an optimist—but he would
cuss for the next hour while he did the job that should have taken
fifteen seconds with his impact wrench.

That bastard Murphy caught up to me on the dual-lane route home.

I saw the lights before I heard them. At the speeds I was going in
my beater '97 Camaro it would have taken a normal police car a long
time to catch up to me, and even longer to convince me to pull over.
But out here, on these roads, the word “normal” was long
forgotten.

The Kansas Highway Patrol ran an office out of Hays in the old
days. As the world died they stayed at their posts long past their
ability to do their jobs. It was a desperate time on the roadways.
They became targets for the anger of those with nothing left.
Finally, the few that remained walked off the job. Those that took
over were in it for entirely different reasons than law and order,
but they kept the guns and the cars.

The pursuit vehicle was one of the last models to come off the
production lines at Ford before they shut down forever. The KHP
Mustang was pure black, and if it were possible to look malicious, it
oozed it. The sirens on top were sleek and low profile, and in the
end, unnecessary. Everyone in the courier service knows to stay away
from them. “Just let them pass” my mentors had told me.

Here's the part they didn't mention: when you're going over a
hundred miles an hour, no one can make you pull over. I was
already halfway home, I hadn't broken any laws—no laws existed
out here, and I wasn't in the mood for a “courtesy safety
inspection,” as I've heard them called.

So I did what any girl would do in my situation. I ran.

I'd like to say I was so skilled at driving I was able to keep
them off my bumper for forty miles until I made it safely back to my
garage, but alas, that isn't what happened.

I got about ten miles. I had the wind in my hair, my music was
blaring, and I had found something approaching love of life. Then
they did the unthinkable: they nudged my rear bumper.

Do you know what happens to a car when it's nudged at such insane
speeds? Nine times out of ten it means the car loses traction and
bounces off the narrow road in a twisted steel rollover. It's ugly to
watch and horrible to feel—I can only imagine, but I'm sure
it's a horrible last feeling. More rarely, the car will lose control
and spin in circles until it comes to stop on the pavement. Only the
driver's nerves and panties are ruined.

I did neither. I experienced a miracle of high speed aerodynamics.
My rear end nudged to the side, and I steadied the wheel almost at
the same time. I felt the back get all squirrely on me, and it did
slip and slide, but I held it together. I wasn't twisted metal or
pissing myself.

But I was mad.

The police cruiser seemed to drop back, perhaps surprised their
move failed, but whatever the reason it was lucky for both our cars
because I slammed on the brakes. My crew wouldn't be happy I used up
so much rubber on a milk run, but I wasn't thinking past my trembling
hands.

When I rolled to a stop, I was out and yelling at the police
before they'd even stopped their car.

“Are you jackboots insane? What the F-Francine do you call
that, numbnuts?” Yeah, I was thinking worse, but my dad was
listening. He could cuss, but not his precious K-Bear.

Yelling at the police has always been a bad idea. It's even worse
when the badge they're wearing isn't real. I was halfway to their
car, and running out of my version of expletives, when I felt the
wind and sensed the empty spaces from my feet to each horizon on the
prairie as far as I could see. I was at the mercy of the armed
men in the car—they were all men—and I was doing
everything I could to get them to come down hard on me.

In another life I might have argued I was having a blonde moment,
but I knew that would never pass muster with those guys. In fact, it
might have had the opposite effect.

I stopped talking as the two men got out. For some reason they
reveled in dressing all in black, probably to make themselves as
scary as their cars. Each of them donned their black cowboy hats as
they strode forward. Without the engine noise of their car, their
boots clacked loudly on the hot asphalt.

Both of them were built like bricks. I briefly considered if I
could outrun them, but another look around told me I could run ten
miles and they'd just drive up to whatever road I finally made it to.
There was nowhere to hide out here. That was another bad idea. Murphy
finally found me, tripped me, and tossed me against this situation to
see how I'd handle it. The letter “F” was hovering over
my test paper.

I changed gears, hard. “Oh sorry about that! What seems to
be the problem, officers?”

I could switch from bitch mode to charm mode on a dime, but I
could tell it wasn't going to matter.

I took some steps backward as they silently approached. “I
didn't see you guys back there, sorry.” I used my ditzy blonde
voice—something I remembered from the TV shows I used to watch
before the Great Power Down of the world—but the expressions of
the two men didn't change at all.

“Step over to your car, miss. Spread your arms and legs.”
The corner of the driver's mouth turned up, like he was in on a joke.
His mustache twitched as if to get in on it, too.

My stomach swirled, and not in a good way. I was in more than
trouble out here.

“I uh, why?” My charm gone, I began to stammer. It
didn't stop until they grabbed me by my arms and dragged me bodily
over to my car. They pushed me up against the white paint, and I
looked in the rear window. Nothing back there could help me.

“You made us put you in danger, miss. You shouldn't
have done that.” The other man spoke as the driver adjusted my
hands where he wanted them.

I didn't dare repeat what I'd said while shouting, I prayed they
didn't hear everything I'd said as they were pulling to a stop, but
the fact is they endangered us both by trying that maneuver. I
was willing to drive all the way home without incident. They wanted
to play rough.

I gulped involuntarily.

With my hands and legs spread, it dawned on me I was at their
mercy in every way. I felt the fear in my chest, but also pangs of
sadness and grief. Life wasn't supposed to be like that. My dad was a
police officer. It should have been an insanely expensive ticket,
nothing more.

“Look at those long legs, boss. I think those could teach us
a thing or two about fast drivin', don't ya think?”

I couldn't see either of them given my compromising stance, but I
could sense the other man's eyes on me.

“Oh yeah Nicky, I think you're exactly right.”

Both men snickered.

“Sirs, I'm sorry. I'm running freight to captain Ross. He'll
vouch for me.”

For the first time, they responded to me. “Ross, huh?”
I hoped they realized I would be missed. “Why don't you show me
what you're running for him?”

“I'm dead-heading back to Hays. I just left Wilmore. My hold
is empty.”

Dammit! I did it again.

My mouth was always my worst enemy.

“Well,” he said with an exaggerated drawl, “mayhaps
you can show me where you keep your cargo and I'll check if you hold
is empty.” He pulled me off the car, then pushed me toward
the trunk.

I could see how this was going to go down, and I couldn't stop the
tears from coming.

As I stood over my own trunk and prepared to release the latch to
lift it, I saw another vehicle arriving at high speed from the
direction of Hays. I wasn't sure who it was, but both the officers
stepped away from me; a glorious couple of steps.

I'd seen the car before—it was hard to hide a car in a town
of a few thousand souls—but I'd never seen it up close. It was
a Ford Mustang, new, but not quite as new as the pursuit police car
behind me. It had a custom green sparkle paint job with shiny rims
and a custom hood scoop.

I wasn't surprised to see a young girl behind the wheel. She
killed her motor before she spoke, though I could hear her electric
engine fan continue to spin.

“Hey Officer Nick. Hey Officer Taylor.”
Her voice was friendly. Flirty. She was one of the older girls doing
the east-west run. I didn't know her, but she sure as hell wasn't
doing milk runs with a car like that.

“What brings you way out here? You're a long way from the
highway.” He spoke in monotone. Not exactly unfriendly, but it
had an edge. He didn't want her around, but couldn't tell her to
leave.

I had no idea why. Nor did I care, as long as she stayed.

“Oh, I'm on official business. You need to frisk me?”
I expected them to order her out of the car and soon we'd both be
crying. Instead, she made a big show of noticing me. “What did
this bitch do? If it's not too serious I could use her for an
emergency haul as my second, if I can get her. I'd hate to go all the
way back to town and have to ask for a replacement.” Then she
looked at me, “You're Perth, right?”

I had no idea how she knew my name, but I nodded yes. The tears
were frozen on my face. I hoped she saw them. I was screaming for
help, though my body was rigid as ice.

“She was going too fast, right?” She laughed as if it
was the funniest thing she could imagine. There was no speed limit,
so speeding was impossible. “She's exactly what I need. Thanks
for stopping her for me.”

She had an expectant look on her face.

Officer Nick got close to my ear to speak. I could see his face
out of the corner of my eye, though I didn't turn his way. “Perth,
huh? Got it.” He said it quietly, and then continued in a much
louder voice, “You drive safe now, miss.” He finished his
charade by tipping his hat to me.

I didn't dare look back at the cops, but their footsteps were
enough of a relief. In a minute the deathly-looking black Mustang
drifted by on the shoulder of the road. The crackle of tires on
gravel was the sweetest sound I'd ever heard. The driver was behind
his dark sunglasses but I could feel the eyes burning into me. My
earlier brashness was a ghost, willing itself to stay invisible.

I could think of a lot of ways to die that didn't bother me in the
least, but the torture they'd telegraphed to me was a new horror I
didn't want to tempt again.

When the police cruiser returned to the pavement it accelerated
away with a powerful roar of its top-of-the-line motor. The driver
didn't peel out like you see in the movies—rubber is too
precious for that—but they pushed the limit. Soon the sound of
the beast faded even as they became a dot on the horizon.

I was left with my savior. With a big sniffle I tried to pull
myself together, ready to give her a big hug and become fast friends;
two things I otherwise would have driven far out of my way to avoid.

Instead, the girl got out of her car, walked up to me, and planted
a big painful slap across my face.




They nicknamed you 'legs'

She stood close, though she was almost a head shorter. She studied
me like I was a lab rat.

The girl wore most of the typical driver's getup: cowboy boots,
black leather pants, and something lightweight on top. Most girls
wear tank tops or t-shirts, but she had on only a bikini top. It was
red, white, and blue, like the old American flag. She had a black
shirt wrapped around her waist. Her stringy dark hair was in a bob
which framed her narrow face. She wore too much makeup, and while she
was pretty, her brown eyes were hazy as if she too had been crying.

I waited for another slap. I deserved it, and I wanted the
punishment as a reminder of how stupid I'd been.

“Perth, you are either the bravest, most crazy-stupid girl
I've ever met, or you have a deathwish.” She laughed, and the
relief in me wouldn't be contained. I leaned up against my car and
began to cry.

“OK, not a deathwish. That's easy enough to come by out
here...” She let it hang, though we both knew it was true.

“Don't they teach you about the cops down here in pony land?
They did when I was here.”

I had so many questions, but I couldn't form the words over my
violent sobs. I tried to keep them down—no one wants to cry in
front of the older kids—but, well, I had no choice. I felt five
years younger just then.

“You cry it out, I'm going to move my car or we might both
end up in a fiery wreck if another hauler comes through while reading
a book. I'll be right back.”

I watched her go back to her car. She wasn't much older than me,
hell she could have been the same age for all I knew, but she had an
air of sophistication about her. A confidence. That swagger came from
driving on the dangerous roads up north, and living to brag about it.

Me? I fell to the pavement and sat with my back against my rear
bumper. I was nearly cried out by the time she parked behind
me—facing the other way—and walked up with a cigarette
hanging from her mouth.

My eyes must have betrayed me. My dad's views were hard to erase.

She pulled it out and held it off to the side. “What? I'm
eighteen. I can smoke, right?” She laughed as she re-affirmed
the obvious fact there was no law out here.

I shrugged my shoulders. The more I thought about it, I really
didn't care.

She put it back in her mouth and took a seat next to me. We both
wore long pants—required to drive a car—so sitting on the
hot pavement wasn't an issue. “My name's Jocelyn, but you can
call me Jo.”

“Hi Jo.” I reached to shake the hand she offered, then
she sat back and took a deep drag. “How do you know my name?”

“I probably shouldn't tell you this, but a lot of the
garages keep lists of drivers they want to recruit after you've done
the time on the milk routes. A few have pictures, too.” She
chuckled as she let out a cough of smoke. “They nicknamed you
'legs,' which makes you popular with the boys.” Another
deep drag. “Naturally I'm jealous.” She pointed to her
legs, the shortness evident next to mine.

I continued, as if I didn't hear anything about nicknames or
photographs. “Assuming I want to move up.” I was being
silly, though she couldn't have known it. Many of the young drivers
stayed in the safety of the farmlands. Nothing was certain anymore,
but you could be pretty sure you'd have more close scrapes up on the
interstate or, god forbid, up in the oil fields. But I wanted more
than this. I wanted a faster car, bigger roads, and longer
straightaways.

She laughed a knowing laugh. “Well, I happen to know you're
a liar, Perth, my friend. Someone playing it safe would not have
tried to outrun the flying monkeys.”

We're in Kansas. The people here try to tie in the Wizard of Oz
to every damned thing. The flying monkeys from that movie serve as
the resident bad guys in our local Oz. A shiver passed through my
bones after my run-in with said monkeys.

“I had a blonde moment.” She, unlike the officers,
understood.

“Next time, pull over, play dumb, let them pick apart your
car. It's not like you're running contraband—” she turned
to me and hesitated for ten lab-rat withering seconds, before leaning
back against the bumper next to me.

We sat together in silence for many minutes while she finished her
cigarette. My tears had dried in the hot, dry wind. The sun was
nearly overhead. A hundred yards up the blacktop a tumbleweed lazily
crossed from one side to the other.

Finally, after a final puff and toss of the butt, Jo spoke. “I'm
heading south. If you got the gas I really could use your help with
something. Might help get you noticed by them boys up in the
big leagues.”

She'd said it matter-of-factly, but the possibility was
tantalizing. She was offering a job and I was on someone's list, no
matter what they called me. The thought of getting to drive somewhere
exciting was suddenly much more real than it was before I got pulled
over.

With as little enthusiasm as I could squeeze into my reply, I
said, “Why not.”

On my feet, she grabbed my arm before I could head for my cockpit.
“Wait. There's something else. Have you ever seen the KHP down
in these parts?”

My dad always said I looked ugly when I put my mind to thinking on
something. It was our joke. He'd never say I was ugly, but he had a
point on this issue. My face would scrunch up and my eyeballs would
always look upward as if the answer was on my eyebrows. I knew I was
making that face now.

I couldn't say I'd ever seen the highway patrol south of the town.
In fact I only knew of them personally from seeing them drive around
the town itself, though I knew they ran east and west and often
accompanied the oil convoys up to the Nebraska line.

I shook my head no.

“Well that explains why you failed your first pullover test.
But why are there here, do you think?”

There were few laws anymore. When the lights went out, so too did
99% of the penal code. Some of the biblical codes persisted since
religion ran strong in these parts but even Thou Shalt Not Murder has
enough nuance to be a slippy slope. Not that I'd ever seen a murder,
though I'd heard about many.

That's why the new version of the KHP mainly focused on keeping
order out on the highway. There the rules were much clearer. They
catch you, they take something from you. Get into an accident, they
take something from you. You die, well, you get the picture.

Every once in a grand while they would be around when you needed
them to help fight off marauders or pull you out of a ditch. After
taking something from you.

The fact that they were down in the bread basket of Hays did not
bring warm feelings to my soul.

But Jo saw the dumb look on my face. “Hey, don't bust a nut
over it. You have nine lives apparently. Today's your lucky day!”

She released me and we both walked to our cars. I tossed my jacket
between the seat, keeping it close. Despite everything, I felt the
thrill in my blood as I fired up my engine. I was back in my element.

My dad said nothing. I could tell he wasn't happy.




Where's
the fire?

My '97 was no match for Jo's screamin' Mustang. Besides being
twenty years newer, it had an engine so large it literally stuck out
of the hood. If she was being pursued by the police, I imagined she
could give them all they could handle. The sun reflected off her
custom paint and it almost made me cry to believe I'd someday be
driving a car like hers.

I was thankful she didn't try to ditch me. The roads were so long
and straight out here she could be over the horizon before I could
downshift. It was juvenile to think she'd do it, but I wasn't the
most popular kid back in school. I was always on the lookout for
someone laughing at my expense.

A slight exaggeration, no doubt, but her car was fast.

I trailed along for many miles, drifting in and out as we coasted
along. Actually we were doing 90, but the landscape was so barren it
was hard to gauge speed. She was on cruise control, though I hated to
use it. I wanted to keep control of my car every second...

I was in my head when she threw on the brakes. I eased down and
pulled up next to her, my window already down.

She wore a ridiculous orange pair of designer sunglasses, though
she didn't seem troubled by them. Her smile was gone when she turned
to me. “You see that?” She pointed ahead.

In the distance, toward the patch of irrigated land we call the
Water Wheels, I saw a thin ribbon of smoke rising into the sky. Fire
was a nightmare almost anywhere outside of Hays because there were no
longer any fire departments. Mostly anyone who saw the smoke was—if
they felt like it—encouraged to bring a bucket and hope some
water was nearby. Many times fires satiated themselves until
extinction.

“Funny, don't ya think? Police never show up down here, and
when they do there's a fire?”

I would have never made the connection.

“Let's check it out.” She held up a black pistol as
she pulled away, perhaps to reassure me. It had the opposite effect,
since I didn't have anything more dangerous than my fingernails on
me. I reached into the rear floorboard area for my little toolbox. A
screwdriver was better than nothing. As I held it and then set it on
the passenger seat next to me, I thought about my personal safety in
a way that, until today, had been lacking.

Even the end of the world wasn't as threatening and scary for me
as the two oversized jerks in the black Mustang. Yet, perhaps I was
being unfair. Back then I was younger, and the threats were probably
all around me—I was just too naive to see them.

“Well, I see them now,” I thought.

I sped up to catch Jo. She had moved up through the gears and
pushed her pony hard as she raced to the fire. I tried to think of
all the little emergencies I'd witnessed over the years, including a
few fires, though I was ashamed to admit I always let myself be the
bystander. This was the first time I was heading for trouble.

I glanced at the wraps on my arm as I held the wheel, then
steadied my car over the yellow dashed line down the middle of the
road. While it cost me gas to catch up, I had plenty left from my
easy day so far. And, as I expected, she kept her speed low enough I
could sneak in behind her and draft along.

In ten minutes we arrived at the farmhouse on fire. It wasn't far
from the pavement.

The place was newer—not the traditional weather-beaten house
and barn from the horse and buggy days you would imagine on the high
plains. A large antenna was attached to one side of the house and a
dozen green farm implements sat between the house and the large
wooden barn. Both structures were on fire, though the barn was
already nearly out after consuming everything inside.

A little warning light in my mind told me not to get involved
here, as the whole thing didn't add up, but Jo was out of the car and
screaming like a banshee. I parked well away from the heat and flames
and ran to meet her.

“Mr. Evans! Mr. Evans!” she screamed.

Jo ran to a nearby SUV. It looked foreign to me because my life
revolved around sportscars, but such vehicles were fine in the south
as it was—I thought—pretty safe now. Whatever she hoped
to find, it wasn't there. She ran around the back of the burning
house, screaming his name the whole way.

I couldn't keep up with all the fires. There were pops and fizzles
coming from inside the home; they drowned out Jo's calls from the
backside while they continued. I could imagine any number of
explosive liquids—oils, greases, gasoline—necessary for
the operation of the cars and farm equipment. It wasn't unusual for
citizens to keep those resources locked up in their living spaces to
keep thieves from taking them. That's another reason people tended to
live together out on the plains, at least in these modern times, so
someone was always at the homestead to keep watch. I realized there
was no one standing around watching but Jo and I. Whoever lived here
must not have been home at all.

Or, maybe they were there; just not alive.

Jo came around the opposite side of the house from where she
disappeared.

“Go! Get down!” She screamed wildly when she saw me,
waving me back. I hesitated, as I saw no threats beyond the huge fire
she'd circumnavigated without incident.

I took a step back, but still didn't understand. I formulated the
response in my head: “Where's the fire?” It was going to
be epic, and the timing exquisite.

I only got out the “Where” before something large
exploded from behind the house. The ground shook and I lost my
balance and fell from my feet. Jo, already running, looked like she'd
been picked up a foot, then thrown to the right a couple feet by the
force of the blast. She landed not far from me.

A huge plume rose from behind the house, even as debris started to
rain down everywhere around us.

A large crash sounded behind me. Small bits of debris tinkled onto
both our cars, but I knew something larger had struck mine. From the
ground I turned and could see a large piece of metal had come out of
the sky and crushed the middle of my car.

Jo was on her feet first, though I was ready when she pulled me
up.

With smoldering debris everywhere, and fires in multiple
directions, I stood there like an ass. After all, I'd brought nothing
but a screwdriver to an inferno.




You got issues

The first thing I did when I reached my feet was run to my car.

“It's totaled. Leave it!” Jo yelled.

I was not going to leave my dad. Not for her; not for nobody. But
when I reached the car I'd used for so many months, I could see no
one was left in the front.

“He must have made it out.” I turned around as Jo
paced nearby. “He made it out. It's all good.”

“No, I don't think Evans made it out at all. I think he's
dead, inside. His car is over there under what's left of his barn.”
The barn had collapsed in on itself. The crushed and burned shells of
several cars poked out from the fallen rafters.

“I was talking about my dad, not Evans.”

Jo turned to me liked I'd stepped in dog crap. “Your dad? He
was in your car?”

It seemed perfectly obvious. Of course he'd been there.

I looked back at my Camaro, and reformulated my answer. “My
dad is sometimes in my car. He wasn't there when the debris
fell.”

“Girl, I thought I was messed up. You got issues.”

I didn't know what that was supposed to mean, but she didn't want
to go claw to claw at that moment.

“Grab what you can from your car. This isn't right. We have
to tell someone.”

I didn't know what I'd grab. My cargo hold was mostly empty, just
as I'd said, but I had a few things I could take. My music player was
ruined, but I grabbed the one personal thing I always kept with me: a
little bobblehead golden retriever. I reached in through the broken
windshield, peeled it off the IROC's crushed dashboard, and put it in
my pocket.

I also grabbed my CB Radio and antenna. I'd need those no matter
what I was driving.

In the few minutes it took for me to ransack my own ride, Jo had
pulled hers around so it faced the road. She revved the engine and
puffs of dust rose from the dirty driveway from her dual exhaust
wash.

I read her engine noise as if she were speaking.

“Hurry, girl. We gotta scoot,” it said.

I popped my lift gate one last time, thinking I may have left
something back there. In fact there was one last paper bag fluttering
in the corner. I grabbed it and carried it with me to her Mustang.
When I hopped in I tossed the bag in the floorboard of her back seat,
along with my radio.

“So, where we going? Hays?” It would be the most
logical place, I thought. Find the authorities, tell them what
happened and all.

“No, I have another stop to make.”

“What? You're running freight, still?”

Jo had moved the car to the edge of the pavement. I felt the call
of the yellow line even as a passenger. My hands got sweaty in my
driving gloves, as they always did. But Jo was a tease. She stopped
so she could look over at me. “Listen...” She rubbed her
face, clearing her own sweat. “I can't go back yet. I just
can't. When you drive on the highways.” She looked both ways on
the road. The remote farm had visibility for miles in every
direction. “The stakes are higher. I was supposed to pick up
something from Evans. It's either phenomenally bad timing, or
something else is going on.”

Her demeanor turned serious. “What was that back there. Are
you all right? You said your dad was in your car. I was watching you
as we drove. You were talking to someone, weren't you?”

I felt the accusation, but I couldn't very well go on blathering
about how I sometimes talked to my dad, and sometimes when I went
dangerously fast he showed up to slow me down. Whether she saw him or
not, I knew he was there for me. I desperately wanted to explain all
of it to Jo, but I could sense that wasn't going to fly. Not here,
with a burning homestead off our rear quarter panel. She was looking
for a co-pilot, someone she could trust to help her get her freight
delivered, no matter what else was going on.

“I know it looked like I was talking to someone, and yes I
did mention my dad. But that's just my way of keeping it together out
here by myself. I don't have a co-pilot, and I hardly see people. I
just like to stay social, that's all.”

It sounded good, and mostly it was true.

I could tell she bought it. Maybe she had no choice, given the
circumstances. However, it was much easier to believe my story than
to think I was really seeing my dead dad in my passenger seat.

She turned left with caution, then worked through the gears with
great skill until we were tilting the speedometer past the 100.
Buckled in to the surging animal as I was, I could almost forget the
sadness I'd felt when I thought my dad was struck by the debris after
the explosion.

Searching my feelings, I knew deep down he was dead. But he was
also with me, out here in the wastelands of Kansas. He'd steered me
right, many times. Of course, an equal number of times I ignored him
and did what I wanted. Maybe it made him mad when I didn't listen,
but sometimes I thought I saw a smile on his face, like he was proud
he had a daughter who didn't always follow his rules.

Jo downshifted and the car lurched forward as we decelerated at
the edge of a town. Beyond, another thin rope of smoke rose into the
air, then bent over like a whip antenna on the wind.

Something serious was going on, and it wasn't just at the Evans'
farm.

In the rearview mirror I caught motion behind me, inside the car.
Jo had ripped her backseats out as most couriers did, but I know I
saw someone sitting back where the seats should have been.

I pretended to look back at the fire. But when I searched the rear
of her car, my dad was gone.




Save
the car

“What town is this? It looks like Greensburg. I can't
remember. Been too long.”

One of the fortified towns. A string of them run down the middle
of the pony pastures, sort of like lifeboats for the surrounding
homesteads and farming villages. Greensburg is typical for the towns
out here—flat, grid street system, and surly residents.

By the time she asked the question we passed the “Welcome to
Greensburg” road sign, though the population figure had been
painted over in an angry black streak.

“If you want to drop me off, I can make my way back to Hays
on my own.”

“No,” she said quickly, and to my relief. It was
exciting riding with a professional. “I, uh, need a co-pilot.
You can learn on the job.”

“Excellent! Where do we pick up the goods?” I'm sure I
sounded like a giddy schoolgirl, but I admit I was feeling pretty
happy. I didn't relish begging a ride home from someone else. That
would involve talking to them. Going to get my first piece of
important cargo was a much more exciting path.

Still, Jo looked at me sideways. “Hold your horses. We've
got to report this to the Sheriff. Since we're right here we can go
into the fort.”

I wanted to ask her why. Why not just radio it in? But I didn't
want to look like a total rookie, even though I was.

Inside Greensburg, things looked pretty much like the other towns
in these parts. Cars of all types were parked three deep in every
yard, open lot, and in front of every building. Every refugee between
Kansas City and Denver fled to points between to escape the
conflagrations. They brought everything in their cars and drove them
until they ran out of gas. In the early days it was a cottage
industry to go out and recover them. Now, they provided miles and
miles of spare parts for the survivors.

We drove through block after block of vehicles, until we came to
the squat brick building housing the sheriff and his deputies. Unlike
the highway patrol and their penchant for dramatic and menacing
interceptors, the local sheriffs usually stuck with the cars they had
before the bombs. The gold 4-door sedan cruisers were a few years
old, but still ran better than most civilian cars. And they were
perfectly clean.

Jo ran her Mustang right up the service garage door of the
department—a bay that was probably always hopping, no matter
the hour. Again, pretty typical out here. She pulled her leather
jacket from the mess in the back, put it on, then buttoned a few of
the lower buttons to cover herself up.

“Come on, rook. We'll report your car while we're here,
too.”

We walked by the big hand-lettered sign at the door. The three
rules for drivers everywhere. Losing a car in a wreck was usually the
first and last step in being reassigned to push a shovel at a farm
somewhere. Maybe it was true for the sheriff's office too.

Rule 1. Save the car.

Rule 2. Save the parts.

Rule 3. Save the driver.

I'd never noticed the driver was last, until just now. Of course,
I'd never lost a car before nor had I ever been so close to getting
myself offed in an explosion. If the car and the driver failed
to return...

“I guess I wouldn't have a worry,” I mused to myself.

We crossed the grungy floor of the work bay, and approached a
gaggle of farmers and a couple deputies. I could tell they were
already aware of what we were there to report.

“Smoke to the south and east, Marv. You've got to do
something.”

The young deputies seemed overwhelmed. The other men had them
surrounded, though there was no hostility in the room. They just
wanted the attention of the law.

“Please. Listen. We know of the fires. We see them, too. But
we don't have the manpower to track down each one. There are too
many.”

Jo yelled over the backs of the men. “The Evans' place blew
up. We were just there. She lost her daily driver in the blast.”
The farmers turned to Jo, then to me. They sized us up, as men often
did, but resumed talking to the two uniformed deputies in their
scrum.

“You see? This is getting out of hand!”

“You have to go out there.”

“Who will protect my farm?”

I thought they all had good points, but even I could see there
were only two deputies. Not only could they not put out the fires
that had been reported, but they had no chance of doing anything to
protect the remaining farms. That was the purview of the respective
families living there.

Jo and I watched as best we could, though the chatter became
confusing and contradictory the longer we stood around.

She touched my arm to get my attention. “I'm going to go
around to the front offices. See if anyone else can take down your
information.”

We'd made it outside the garage door when another gold car marked
“Sheriff” came to a hard stop just next to Jo's 'Stang.
It was close enough I could feel the heat of the engine on my face.

A stocky older man got out, quick to throw his Stetson over his
thinning gray hair. I raised my hand in a wave, ready to greet the
long-time sheriff, but he ran right by so he could address the men in
the garage.

“We're at war!”




You
seem competent

Jo and I shared a look. Suddenly reporting a missing car was low
on the to-do list of our day. My mind spun like the cylinder of a
revolver. If this was a war, I knew what I wanted.

Find a new car.

Get to Hays.

See Penn.

I didn't know how Penn got in there. Could I see him? Should I?
Why would I?

The cylinder spun wildly until Jo spoke.

“They'll radio this in. I can't...I have to—”
She turned back toward the station. “You wait for me in the
car. We're leaving. I'll be right back.” Then, contrary to her
statement, she ran down the sidewalk and around the corner of the
building. Beyond her I could see a lot full of sad-looking impounds.

I sat in the car as instructed. Once in my spot, I slowly turned
around to look in the back. I really thought I'd see my dad, but I
only saw her cargo area. Unlike mine, hers was stuffed with junk. I
could see clothes of every sort, shoes, a plastic child's bucket, a
basketball. What did she do if she had to transport something with
some bulk?

It was a confused jumble of seemingly unrelated gear. Not what I
imagined for someone running in the pro leagues up on the interstate.
It was more like the stylings of a vagabond.

Some drivers lived in their cars.

I examined the area with an eye toward living in the Mustang. I
saw a tightly wrapped sleeping bag stuffed behind my seat. A mushed
pillow lay toward the back, under a net of some kind. A few cans of
food had been lined up in the floorboard behind Jo's seat.

My inspection was interrupted when Jo opened her door and hopped
in. I had “a look” on my face.

“What? You filchin' my stuff?”

“Filchin'? No, I'm not doing anything.”

“Good, hold this.” She said it as the paper came out
of her hand.

She started the car and slowly pulled back into the street. In
moments we were lost among the rows of abandoned cars and the
hunkering houses behind them. If war was coming, we were already in a
town lumbered down by the fortress mentality.

I was holding a highway map of Kansas. Not the typical hand-drawn
map of the major supply roads down in the pastures I was used to, but
the full-blown, 100% complete map of every road in the entire state.
I couldn't say why, but it felt dirty in my hands.

“Where did you get this? They give you guy the good stuff up
on the interstate, huh?” I laughed, but I was more impressed
than I wanted to let on. To know where every road went...

She was busy turning the wheel back and forth as she weaved across
the grid of streets until we returned to the road where we entered. I
could see men and women running here and there between their homes.
Word must spread fast.

A tornado siren whined as we left for the open road.

“I'm not supposed to have it.” Jo said it, though I
couldn't tell if she was talking to me. When I didn't respond, she
turned to me. “The map. I'm not supposed to have it. None of us
are.”

My eyes read the cover again. Kansas Official State Transportation
Map. The years had been crossed out, and someone wrote in “forever.”
Also, in red marker, someone wrote over the buffalo photo. “For
police use only.”

It all came together.

“You stole this?” I'd said it with some awe in my
voice. And a little fear.

“I need it.” She did not elaborate until we had turned
right onto the trunk line and were heading north for Hays. “We
need it, actually. If there's something going on down here we may
need to use roads we don't normally use. I can't remember them all,
and I don't trust you to know them.”

I felt a little hurt that she wouldn't trust me, but we'd only
known each other for a couple hours. Of course she wouldn't trust a
pony like me.

I absently rubbed my arm as the dry landscape screamed by. The
Mustang's tuned motor was obnoxiously loud but we could still talk at
almost-normal levels. It was many minutes before she spoke again.

“I didn't mean it like I said it. I like you. You seem
competent. That's all that matters out here. But I've got a lot on my
mind right now. Just ignore me.”

I could hardly do that since she was behind the wheel, but it did
make me feel a little better.

Hays was still sixty miles away when she suddenly let off the gas
and allowed the car to decelerate. Whenever possible we tried to save
the brakes, as every resource was valuable. She eased left onto a
gravel side road.

“I've got one more stop to make. There's no smoke, so I hope
she's there.”

Unlike the highway, she took the gravel at a jogging pace. As in
foot jogging. I assumed it was because she didn't want to damage her
paint or undercarriage. I knew something was up when her hands
gripped the wheel like she was at speed. She gave me a sideways
glance, confirming I was looking at her.

“I hate gravel. The road moves under me. Feels like we're on
the ocean.”

I'd never thought about it. I kind of liked the feeling of sliding
around on gravel. I did it all the time in my now-smooshed IROC.

“I guess you'll not be hauling with the rally drivers, huh?”
I let out a hearty laugh. She remained fixed on the road. I thought I
heard a subdued affirmation, though. I was truly joking. There were
drivers who crossed the landscape using only the gravel roads,
but they were few and far between because they were so specialized.

It took us a half hour to reach the tiny farmhouse tucked next to
a brackish little creek. I wasn't a farmer, but I didn't detect any
active farming taking place ahead.

A middle-aged woman came running out to meet us. She carried a
small black suitcase.

“What's she got?” Normally it was impolite, even out
on the lonely roads, to ask what someone was shipping inside a closed
container. Jo probably didn't even know.

I thought she was going to reply, but instead she looked in the
rearview mirror and wiped her face with her sleeve. I had to admit,
she really did sweat bullets driving on that gravel.

“I have to finish what I started.”

A noble sentiment for a courier, but with homes burning and war
coming, it seemed a little misguided. But then, who was I to tell
her? It was only my second war.




She's
just a little reclusive

By the time I'd gotten there, Jo had already taken possession of
the suitcase. The woman nodded to me as I approached. She had long
brown hair and a tanned face with a murderous case of crow's feet
next to her eyes. Her yellow and red sun dress reached down to her
cowboy boots. The dress looked happy—completely at odds with
the rest of her environment.

“You know how to use it, right?”

Jo nodded.

“I do. But Evans...” She looked at me with something
like regret. “Evans was unable to make it. Someone blew up his
house.”

“What! Oh my God. Why?”

“I was going to ask you the same thing,” Jo countered.

The woman paused, then seemed to finally notice me. “Hi, I'm
Professor Skellert. University of Kansas.” She made no effort
to shake my hand. That was a custom that died with all the sickness
after the war.

Then she turned back to Jo. “Your driving with her?”
She asked it tentatively, and a bit on the quiet side. Like she
pretended I wasn't standing right there.

“Yeah, I got lucky, I guess. I found this pony on the side
of the road being harassed by the flying monkeys, of all things. I
saved her, so she kind of owes me.”

Jo giggled, but the professor turned serious. “They're here?
In the south?” She glanced over our shoulders, as if the police
followed us in.

Jo nodded solemnly.

“Then I guess you're both lucky!” Her words had mirth,
but I read her eyes. They conveyed only fear.

Fear was not uncommon, even in the pastures. The order was being
upset in ways I couldn't fathom. Still, I took my role as co-pilot
seriously. Stay quiet. Learn from those with the skills. Just like
holding wrenches for my dad on those quiet Sunday afternoons...

I was lost in thought when I heard Jo.

“Yo! Co-pilot? You in there?” She had taken a few
steps toward the car and was waiting for me to follow.

“Yes, ma'am,” I replied as if snapping to attention.

She tilted up her seat so she could fit the suitcase into her
cargo area, then we both found our placed in her car. As we backed
out and turned around, the professor stood with her arms crossed
until the last moment. Then she gave a curt wave and headed back for
her home.

“What is she, some kind of oracle? Why is she out here all
by herself?”

Jo chuckled. “Oracle? Naw, she's just a little reclusive.
That means anti-social.”

“I know what it means,” I snapped back, but only
because it hit a little close to home.

“Well, Ms. Gregarious, she lives out here doing research,
and stuff. Doesn't want to be bothered with all the normal goings on
with farming or running a town.”

I started to ask, but Jo guessed what was coming next.

“I met her when I used to run in the pony pastures, like
you. I'm surprised you didn't.” She was again clutching the
steering wheel while we practically idled along the gravel road. “She
used to work at a the University weather station up near the
interstate. She always asked if it was still there. I couldn't tell
her until I started driving the deep routes. We became...friends.”

She spun the wheel a couple times around a pothole, and the rear
end did a little fish tail as she gave it too much gas. I was really
surprised she was as tense as she was on the gravel, as it was almost
a capital offense for a driver not to be competent in almost any
condition. I was very tempted to say something to that effect, but it
wasn't my place.

“You all have your demons, Perth,” is what my dad
would have said.

After an eternity, we reached the pavement of the north-south
trunk line. Jo pulled out onto the road, but immediately pulled over
to the shoulder. I spun around, thinking the police had caught me
again—us again—but that wasn't it.

She jumped out and I was relieved she was only doing a rock check.
Having a piece of gravel lodged in the tires was fine when you're
going slow, but when a rock flies loose at 100 miles per hour...well,
let's just say you don't want to be on the receiving end of that
mistake.

I rolled down my window when she was on my side. “Come on,
girlfriend, I can't stand this sitting still.” I laughed to
cover my fears. I hated sneaking along the gravel, I hated what we
were doing on the side of the road, and I hated not having my own car
so I could fix both of those problems. My joke must have carried that
deeper seriousness because she didn't have a snappy retort for me.
She just watched me while she bent over to pull rocks from the front
tire. The deep thinking was broadcast through her eyes.

And yet, when I studied her face, she was looking beyond me.
Beyond our car. She looked back on the horizon. I couldn't see the
plumes of smoke anymore, but I knew they were there.




Up
over a hundred

While sitting there, a couple dots showed up well ahead of us on
the blacktop. They grew into cars and I could see the sleek black
shapes approaching at a truly breathtaking velocity.

“Drivers up,” I called out to Jo. She finished her
work at the tire, saw where I pointed, then ran around the front and
hopped in. Only seconds later the cars were upon us. Their lights
flashed and their custom front grills sucked in air like hungry
hippos.

Jo sat with her mouth open. I rubbed my arms with nervous energy.

“Hey! We have to go.” I shook her shoulder, pleading.
Deep down I knew it was silly. If the monkeys wanted us, there was no
way to stop that from happening.

Jo made no effort to move. The low rumble of her Mustang engine
was even and subdued, as if it too were watching and waiting.

They arrived with the force and ferocity of the race cars they
were. From the ground it's difficult to judge speed, but the two
together moved with the grace and rigidity of arrows in flight.

They roared by almost as one explosive boom of engine and wind
noise. The second was only a few feet behind the lead car. They paired up
to get somewhere in a hurry.

Currents of air moved Jo's car from side to side as they passed.
We both turned to watch for the brake lights. But the red never came
on. They continued at the same speed, crested the next little rise
and descended out of sight. The whole event happened in about thirty
seconds.

We both let out the air we'd sucked and held in our lungs.

Jo snapped out of it. The engine, ready for input, responded to
her foot. The car jumped out into the northbound lane and she
clutched and shifted through all six gears until she was up over a
hundred.

I immediately felt better, and apparently she did as well.

“I don't think they're here for us. That's not Taylor's
car.”

I was relieved, but I couldn't help wondering. “Where do you
think they're going?”

She offered no clues, if she had any.

A few minutes later, she let off the gas. Then she coasted to a
stop, again on the shoulder. For a long minute she sat silently in
her seat, staring at the empty road ahead.

“I think I know what this is about.”

She turned to me with a sheepish look. “It wasn't
coincidence I pulled up to you when the monkey's got you earlier
today.”

I didn't know how to take that.

While formulating my feelings, she continued. “I think they
burned the Evans' house. I told them that's where I'd be.”

“Why?” It was the only word I could get out.

“Look, I'm sorry. But you're in this now. I need a co-pilot
or none of this will work.” She took a deep breath, bolstering
herself. “You can either get out and I'll send a bike to get
you, or you can stick with me. I hope you'll stay.”

The bathtub of emotions swished and sloshed. Anger on one side for
reasons that were unclear, and pride on the other that she said she
wanted me to help her. She'd hinted at achieving the one thing I
wanted more than anything else right then: the open road of the
interstate. Even that might be upset if war was coming. It was a “now
or never” moment for me.

All I had to do was stick with her. I didn't see that I really had
a choice.

“Well, you did get me away from those guys.” I
had already forgiven her. I admit, I was a sucker for abuse.

I almost felt the tap on my shoulder from behind. I didn't need my
father involved in any of this. He'd have me on the side of the road
waiting for the motorcycle rescue guys to come “rescue”
me back to the safety of Hays.

“Not this girl.”

“What?” Jo responded.

I'd said that out loud. Don't tell anyone, but sometimes I got
things mixed up. My dad did that to me.

“Kind of like Penn, eh K-Bear?” My dad asked with a
mischievous chuckle.

He always knew just how to push my buttons.

I held on as Jo turned the car around.

For about the fifth time today, we were heading for trouble.




I
wasn't a pony anymore

“Hang on, I'm going to open him up,” Jo declared.

Yes, it was trendy for us girls to name our cars after boys,
though I'd heard that made it harder to lose one in a wreck.
Searching my feelings, I had no such remorse over the loss of my own
car. I'd never thought to name it.

The U-turn was done gingerly, always to preserve tire rubber. Yes
our empire of grass contained something like a million derelict cars,
but finding a good high performance tire was still next to
impossible.

Then she kicked him in the guts. With crisp gear shifts she had us
up over a hundred, which was the typical playground couriers
frequented.

“Let's do this.”

I watched as the speedometer continued to fall down the right side
of the arc, ever toward the bottom. On a good day I could take my
car—my old car—into the 130s or 140s. Not because it
couldn't go faster, but because an old car like that was more prone
to a mechanical failure. Also, it sucked down buckets of gasoline.
Just like Jo was doing.

Fortunately the Hwy 183 trunk line was mostly a straight shot from
Hays—in the middle of the state—to the southern border of
the place I call home. It doesn't have a name anyone can agree upon,
though they try. Horse Lands. The Ogallala Plains. Western Kansas
Peoples. But most of us just call the whole thing Hays, because
they're the town that brought it all together.

The police cruisers were hard to catch. In fact, I assumed it
would be impossible except they had to slow down at the town of
Kinsley.

A funny town. You pick up a lot of gossip and rumor on the road,
but I heard the town leaders in Kinsley got tired of fast cars
blowing down Main Street and running over their people, so they
parked derelict cars in a serpentine path through the city blocks. It
was probably murder for any big rig to traverse, but it was a lucky
break for us because we saw the twin cruisers up ahead in the winding
maze.

“I'd bet anything they're going to the south gate. Nothing
else makes sense.”

I didn't want to sound self-important, but—

“What if they got word that you and I were at the Evans
place, and then reported it at the Greensburg Sheriff's Office?”

She turned with what I guessed was admiration. “That's a
really good idea. But if that was the case they could just radio in
for them to hold us. It would have been easy. We were standing right
there like a couple of stupid ponies.” With a smile she said,
“I didn't mean anything by that.”

I had no worries. As far as I was concerned, I wasn't a pony
anymore.

“No, they're heading somewhere else. Somewhere that would
make sense if all this is a war.”

It took her a few left and right turns to work it out. The Kinsey
Snake had several cars going in both directions, mostly local slow
rollers. A few couriers, like us. Jo hummed a series of uh-huh's and
nuh-uh's to herself, like she was thinking and driving at the same
time. She seemed to have it worked out by the time we hit the open
southbound highway once more.

She left plenty of room for the police cars, but it didn't take
them long to get a horizon in front of us, even while kicking the
Mustang in the pants.

“Jake here is going to need to fuel up soon.”

Just like I said. Buckets.

When we came to the turn off for Greensburg, I knew I was wrong.
The police sped right by.

“Sorry, girl. Nice try.” She said it kind of snooty,
but I chalked it up to stress. Her hands were solid hooks from
gripping and managing the steering wheel. Any misstep at those speeds
and it's good night K-Bear.

I'd reminded myself of my dad. It surprised me he wasn't around to
criticize me. I guessed because I wasn't the one behind the wheel.

The final twenty miles went by in a blink. When we arrived at the
small town I thought for just a second that we'd taken a wrong turn
and found Greensburg again. Like the former, this town had cars
parked in every square inch of real estate. Unlike Kinsley they'd
left their main street open, which allowed us to punch through behind
the cop cars.

I'd run freight to Coldwater, but it was so far south it wasn't
one of my regular stops. I'd never been beyond it.

“The gates are a couple miles down the road.” She
sounded jittery, now that we were near the end. “I can't
believe I was right. The one time I needed to be wrong.”

I was totally at her mercy. Being a passenger never sat well with
me, which was why I reveled in being a driver...and basically made no
friends the past couple years. But now the responsibility sat heavily
on my conscience. Wasn't a good co-pilot supposed to offer
suggestions—better, and smarter routes—and stuff?

She turned roughly to the left on a short dirt track that led to a
nearby small stand of trees. “This is perfect. I didn't know it
would be this easy.”

“Easy? What are we doing? Why are we stopping?”

“It's time for you to earn your pay.” She laughed with
a touch of sarcasm.

She exited her door, then went to the back and lifted the trunk.
Not knowing what else to do, I followed. I admit I was curious what
she had back there, so this was the perfect excuse to be nosy.

She stood there smiling at me.

“Are you ready to see how we do things up north?”

“Oh, God yes!” That's what I was thinking. But I
couldn't sound like a child.

With a passable shrug and a look of indifference I tossed out,
“Sure.”




I
thought there'd be a gate

“That is not what I was expecting.” I hated to
sound like an amateur, but I had to face facts. Ponies don't normally
travel with guns. It's part of the reason they call us ponies: it's
perfectly safe. Having guns in the car would more likely result in us
shooting ourselves.

My dad, bless his heart, was screaming at me how wrong I was. I
won't share his words. You can imagine what a protective father might
say about the need for guns in the hands of vulnerable young women in
the middle of nowhere. I wasn't yet willing to admit he was close to
right.

Anyway, Jo pulled up a hidden handle in her cargo space and the
whole thing lifted. All the crap she'd kept on top—all the
misplaced and mismatched junk—was a diversion for what she kept
underneath. I don't even know what to call it. It looked like some
kind of spaceman's gun.

Jo only knew me for a few hours, but dammit if she didn't already
subscribe to my newsletter.

“You're wondering what this thing is, aren't you?” She
practically danced in place in anticipation. “This is a Barrett
Model 82A1 50-cal.” She looked at me with a huge grin, then
looked at her gun like it was her baby.

My face must haven't conveyed the proper level of awe.

“Nothing?” The smile faded. “You don't find this
the least bit cool?”

Out here there isn't much to do with a person's time. I fill it by
driving and when I'm not driving I'm wrenching on my car so I can
drive it again, faster. Sometimes, I sleep. Thats. About. It. The
thing I saw under her gaze might have well have been alien for all I
cared.

That's not what I told her.

“Yeah, it's really cool.” Then, to distract her. “Are
we going to shoot the cops?”

“What? No. Why would I shoot cops?” She smiled with
the “you're a silly little girl” smile, then got to work
yanking the gun out of the car. She wasn't a large or strong-looking
girl, but we all need decent upper body strength to handle the wheel
at high speeds. It had some heft to it, and she grunted until it was
firmly in her hands.

She looked like a miniature Amazon warrior princess holding that
gun. It was damn near as tall as her. I had to give it to her, she
was rockin' it.

“The first thing I'm going to teach you about the interstate
is to trust no one. I don't trust those cops. This,” she nodded
to her heavy-barrel friend, “is how I learn who's up to no good
out here. Come on.”

She put the gun on her shoulder and pointed inside her trunk. “Can
you grab a couple of those mags?”

I stood with a blank look.

“Those box-like thingies. They have the ammo in them. Ten
rounds each.” She chuckled. “Damn, we have to start in
first gear, I guess.”

After I grabbed both of them, we ran to the treeline. Beyond, we
could see for a clear mile to the south. The trunk line kept going
south, but the police had stopped at the intersection of another
dual-lane highway.

Jo set up her toy, and told me what I was looking at.

“That cross road is the southern limit of your precious
pastures.”

“I don't see a gate. I thought there'd be a gate.”

With a few grunts and curses she both continued placing her gun
and responding to my dumb questions. I sensed that she was prepared
for a slew of them.

“Nope, no gate on the high plains. Always a way to go around
them out here, huh? It just makes a convenient way to describe this
place.”

She settled in and began to look through the huge scope on top of
the huge tan gun. Without the scope I could still see both cop cars
sitting in the middle of the intersection. They appeared to be
waiting. I was looking into the proverbial middle of nowhere. I
couldn't see anything of interest in any direction but low, dry grass
and the odd clump of trees. Just us, our trees, and those two cars.

Minutes ticked by. I was once again struck by how quiet the world
had become. Not just because I'd gotten out of my car, but the world
in general. The beeps of technology had gone the way of the Old
World. No more television. No internet. No game systems.

I should clarify. They probably have most of that somewhere. Maybe
in Hays. They still have electricity. But I avoid all that junk. It
rots the brain.

“You did listen, K-Bear.”

“Yeah, dad. Sometimes you're right about something,” I
thought.

“Movement. What the hell?” She re-adjusted herself on
the ground. Her eye was glued to the end of the scope.

On the road coming up from the south I saw a huge truck. A big
rig. Out here, in well, nowhere, it looked out of place. It was
running totally alone. Something didn't add up.

“One fuel hauler, way out here? Alone and vulnerable?”

She pulled back to look at me. “How did the monkey's know it
would be here?”

I gave her my look of ignorance.

She winked at me, then peered back into the glass.

“The cops have stopped it. Hmm. You better hand me one of
those magazines, after all.”

I'd been holding them, so I dropped one down to her. She got to
work banging in into the frame of the gun, then she pulled back on a
handle, getting it loaded I assumed.

“They're just talking. Our two cruisers, and the fueler.
They're all standing around like it's a party, or something.”

She didn't say anything for a long time. I couldn't see much
detail from a quarter mile away. I saw two black blobs parked in
front of a larger blob. I could barely make out the men in the
middle.

“Oh shit!” She tensed up. “Oh shit.”

“What?” I still didn't see anything, but I heard the
pop of gunfire.

“They're shooting. What the? The tanker had guys hiding or
something. They're all over.”

“Are you going to shoot them?”

It was a strange question, I'd be happy shooting—or at least
seriously hurting—the crooked cops, but they were still our
cops. Whoever was killing them would likely want to kill me.

“OK. This is it.” Jo spoke, but she wasn't talking to
me.

“Rook, I need you to do something for me. Don't ask any
questions, got it?”

“Why can't—”

“No questions! That's my rule. Got it?”

“Yes.”

“I need you take this gun and go put it back in my car.
Here, take these keys.” She tossed her keys to me.

I wanted to ask the question.

She smiled at me. Then answered what she knew was on the tip of my
tongue.

“I'm going to get us a cop car.”




Breathe,
K-Bear

I love the police. I always have. My dad instilled the proper
respect from a young age. He told me—many times—about
getting pulled over in his sports cars growing up and how he was
always polite to the man or woman behind the badge. More than
a few times his goodwill and charm enabled him to get into
discussions with the officers about his cars, their cars, and a
shared passion for high performance driving. A few times he got out
of the tickets, but most times he took them with good cheer.

If I ever considered being inside a police car, it was because my
dad convinced me I would be hauled in for stealing candy at the
grocery store, or later, for smoking in the woods with the older
girls—and their boyfriends. Never in my dreams or imagination
did I consider going voluntarily into a police car in an effort to
steal it.

And then, in the nowhere region of Kansas, with no one else to
witness it, my new friend ran across an open field toward two police
cars in the middle of a gun fight!

I intended to put the gun away, but first I laid down so I could
watch to see if her hopeless ploy had any chance of success. The
officers were nowhere near their cars. As best I could tell, when the
shooting started the cops ran for a big pile of dirt on one side of
the street and the foreigners ran back to their big rig for cover.

I reoriented the scope and tried to find Jo. Once I found her I
watched her approach the intersection.

“My God, she might do it.”

The police had been sloppy, or overconfident. They left their
doors open as if they were coming right back. Did they trust the
other men? Were they in cahoots and had a falling out? The scope put
me in the action, but I had no context.

Jo never stopped running. She crossed the field in a couple
minutes, ran up the small embankment—slipping once—and
then in full view of everyone jumped into the open door of the
nearest car and slammed it shut.

The gunfight stopped, as if all the men agreed what they'd just
witnessed constituted a different, and greater, threat.

“K-Bear, what have you gotten yourself into here?”

I glanced upward to see my father haloed by the afternoon sun, as
he stood next to me.

“You think I intended for all this to happen, Dad? One
second I'm minding my own business, next I'm hauling some kind of
canon while my friend rips off the police.” My hackles were in
full fury. “So how's your day going?”

He was gone. I didn't think he was in the mood to argue.

I turned back and Jo's cruiser was reversing on the highway, back
toward my position. She turned the wheel, slammed the brakes, then
spun the car around so it faced me. She let the tires rip as she sped
my way.

To my great shock, she honked as she drove on by.

I nearly wet my pants, I'm not ashamed to admit it. I picked up
the big gun and ran. It was about ten times heavier than I expected
it to be, so it took me ten minutes to walk the thirty yards back to
Jo's car. Seriously, it felt like it.

During my struggle I heard the roar of the other Mustang
interceptor. They even threw on the sirens, though surely they knew
there was no one to hear them.

I stood frozen in the woods as the sirens got closer. I wasn't
exactly waving a flag but it wouldn't take much for them to see a
lime green car sitting inside a tiny copse of trees.

Closer. The motor churned as the transmission clicked through the
gears. By the time they passed they were flying in hot pursuit. If
they saw me standing there holding a huge rifle, they let it go.

I didn't bother putting the gun back into its hidey hole. I made a
best effort to push it into the hold, then I shut the lift-gate. I
jumped in the driver's seat. I pushed the start button and felt the
guttural rumble of the fastest car I'd ever been in. I felt it in my
chest. In my thighs. I felt the energy in my feet.

“Breathe, K-Bear.”

“Shut it. I know!”

I belted in, thinking for the first time since I became a driver
that I might finally need it. With deliberate care I turned around on
the gravel parking area. When the car reached the edge of the
pavement I looked back down toward the fuel truck. They, too, had
turned around and headed to the south—away from the action.

I turned right, toward it.




You
always did what you wanted

I'd imagined I'd cry if I ever got to drive such a car. I was
right: I started to cry. I can't explain the feeling of being behind
the wheel of a powerful beast like that Mustang. It had a roar that
screamed “freedom!” and I seriously thought about turning
down any of the side roads and just forgetting what was up the
blacktop in front of me.

I was hesitant on the gears, as if sticking them too hard was
going to damage the fragile thing. I knew it was ridiculous, but I
couldn't help feel I was riding in the most precious piece of
pre-apocalypse technology on the road. A known falsehood, since two
newer and faster Mustangs plied the asphalt in front of me.

That got me going. Jo put her trust in me to take her car, her
gun, and hold her life in my hands. While part of my brain wanted to
feel overwhelmed and go find a rock to crawl under, another part came
alive at the understanding someone was counting on me.

Yes, the life of a courier is all about people counting on you to
be where you said you were going to be. But delivering hydraulic
fittings to a sprinkler system is a far cry from trying to save a
friend from power-mad ex-police thugs.

I was in sixth gear and moving along, but I had to slow down for
traffic inside Coldwater. Another courier—I recognized his
older Mustang GT because he painted the thing sky blue—pulled
out in front of me was still taking up both lanes of traffic just
outside of town. It wasn't uncommon, especially with newer drivers,
to be more or less oblivious of what's behind them while driving; at
90 he probably figured no one was going to pass him.

I downshifted and the engine howled, then I mashed the gas pedal
as I came up behind him. I took the opposite lane and passed him with
a foot to spare like he was stopped. His old Mustang was fast, but it
had no hope of catching me, even if he wanted to.

I opened it up and threw off all my personal safeties. I kept the
pedal on the floor and didn't let up as it the speedometer ran out of
numbers.

“K-Bear, what if there's rocks or debris on the road?”

“Then I die.”

“What if there's an animal or person in the road?”

“Then we both die.”

Dad was back in the passenger seat. He wore one of his goofy
racing t-shirts. I leaned over because of my terminal curiosity. As I
suspected, his shirt showed a pickup truck with a donkey or something
in the back and a long-legged woman standing next to it with the
saying “Haul Ass” plastered on it.

“You could have just asked.”

“No, Dad, some things you just have to see for yourself.”
I laughed despite myself.

The speedometer was hovering just off the numbers. They stopped at
160. I literally had no idea how fast I was going. The engine
screamed at me with high RPM's but it was less stressed than I was.

I saw the cars ahead of me. Jo had slowed down, or the other
Mustang was faster. Either way, the pair were very close to each
other. I remembered my own run-in this morning—and guessed
they'd be less hesitant to use their nudge maneuver on a vehicle from
their own stable.

She wasn't able to bob and weave, not at such speeds, but she was
tapping her brakes to get the other car to back off. I was less than
a quarter mile behind.

And closing.

I felt the pull of the front end. The weight of the car itself. I
felt that dangerous flutter in my tummy as I careened toward the
trailing police car. I could just run into it and end the whole
pursuit. End it all.

“Koala? You in there?”

I ignored him.

I had closed half the distance. Still I was overtaking them at
speed.

“I'm so proud of you. What you've become out here. After all
that we've been through.”

With a glance—it was all I could spare—I replied in
haste. “That's it? You aren't going to try to stop me?”

He laughed. “You always did what you wanted. I loved that
about you as much as your mom hated it.”

That did it. I downshifted and stood on the brakes. I bled off
enough kinetic energy that when I hit the back of their car it was
only a love tap. Enough to get their attention—and mine—but
not enough to send us both to our deaths.

Now, with enemies in front and behind, they had to know they were
in trouble.

At least, that was my hope. The police driver moved all the way
over into the left lane, giving me a clear look at the man in the
passenger seat. He had spun around so he was leaning up against the
dashboard. He was hunched down in the tight space. His window came
down and papers flew wildly in his cabin. I struck me as funny.

I must have smiled despite myself, because the man smiled, too.
Then he pulled out his pistol and aimed.

I jerked the steering wheel. I intended to jump behind the police
car so the bastard couldn't shoot me without blowing out his rear
window, but—and here's something that I hate to admit—my
inexperience behind the wheel of the powerful Mustang caught up with
me.

I managed to not get shot, but I was less adept at making high
speed lane changes. Instead of smartly moving from the right lane to
the left, my rear end broke loose and soon it was in front of me. My
car entered a flat spin.

My world became a blur as I lost all my speed doing sideways
loop-the-loops, all the while hoping I stayed on the pavement. I kept
on the brakes, mindful that a better driver could possibly know how
to fix this. When I stopped, I burst into tears.

I was also facing the wrong way.




Jake's
friend

I'd let myself get distracted.

The one time someone counted on me to be there for them, I spun
out in defeat.

I raged. I banged the steering wheel like a teen girl with a
father who turned my date away at the door—true story. A dozen
stories like that one surged through my veins as the anger surged,
then broke. I'd give anything to experience just one of them again.

I gave myself sixty seconds, then I forced myself to pull it
together.

The car had died, but that was about it. Through the tears, I
pushed the button and got things going again. I spun him around—I
was going to re-name him Penn until told not to; I listened for my
father.

Nothing.

“Well then, we have an understanding about a boy.”
I said out loud.

Nothing.

I rolled with it.

With both my arm wraps—I covered my arms no matter what
season, don't ask—I wiped my eyes before starting into the
gears again.

At top speed I knew I could catch them, but it took me much longer
this time. When I finally caught up I knew why. Jo had opened her
Mustang up, too. She had reached the magical speed where it became
too dangerous for either car to maneuver to run the other off the
road. I stayed safely behind, looking at my options.

Jo's CB radio sat snug against the center console. I could see she
used hers about as much as I did. But maybe the police radio would
pick up if I called for her.

I turned it to channel 9, not know if it mattered. “Jo. You
up there?”

A man's voice jumped on. “Who is this? You are in serious
trouble for interfering with law enforcement officers and being an
accomplice to theft of police property.”

I so badly wanted to jump on and point out he wasn't really “the
police,” but was instead a usurper wearing the costume of a
bygone organization of honorable men and women.

“Probably not a good idea.”

“No, Dad, even I knew that.” I couldn't help but laugh
at the audacity.

“I hear ya, Perth. Remember how many rounds were in each of
my mags? Subtract seven and go to that channel now.”

“How many rounds?” How the hell should I know. She
showed me the box-things and had me carry them. But how many bullets
were in each one. I knew she said it, there were two boxes, she
called them magazines, but—

Ten! She said they were ten-round magazines.

I skipped down six channels and waited to see if I heard anything.
I finally called out.

“Jo?”

She shot back. “Yes! They scan all the frequencies, but we
don't have to make it easy. I have an idea. In sixty seconds go to
the channel with double the number of letters as the person you
described riding in your car with you this morning. And we can't
wreck these cars!”

“She remembered me, how sweet.”

I looked at my dad. “Dad, this is serious. Can't you help me
with this?”

“Well I could help you, but what fun would that be?”

He smiled, though his eyes conveyed sadness. I wasn't able to
really study them as I could do if he was across the table from me.
Back in the day I could read him like a book. Now, I had to watch the
road.

What would she do?

I remained far enough away they couldn't easily shoot at me again,
but there were no margins of error at those speeds. Whatever she was
going to do, the potential was there for all of us to end up in fiery
wrecks.

As if to test this theory, the road gently curved to the left. It
was a ninety-degree turn, but was designed to be taken at 65 miles
per hour, not 165. I watched as Jo entered the turn first, slowing
but not by much. The other car backed off just a little bit more,
then entered the turn behind her. Jo was being reckless, or
desperate.

I switched to channel 6, then waited a suitable time.

“I'm here Jo.”

“Go to the weather station lady. Set up Jake's friend.”

She said no more.

“Roger.” I'd said it almost as a question.

I decelerated. We'd already passed the professor's turnoff miles
behind us. If she wanted me to go there, I could only assume she'd go
there, too. I watched with sadness as the pair of cars sped off into
the distance. In moments, they were gone.

I had many minutes of windshield time to think on her statement.
She'd called her car Jake, naming it after a boy—I wanted to
ask her about that sometime.

“But then who is Jake's friend,” my dad wondered.

I'd already figured it out.




And
then you pull

I arrived at Professor Skellert's house and parked my car so it
was hidden behind her home. As I got out, she came wandering out onto
the back deck. She seemed...odd.

“Oh...hey! It's YOU again.”

Her face turned serious for a moment when she saw me pull out the
big gun, then she started to laugh as I struggled to carry it. Jake's
friend weighed a damned ton!

I looked around for where I should put it, but there was nothing
but open grass and the woman's home. Did I have the right to impose
on her?

“Excuse me, Professor. Jo is coming here with
some...trouble. I need to set up this gun so I can, umm, help her.”

The professor waved her arm, inviting me in. “And call me
Marjorie!”

I climbed the few stairs of the deck, ran through the small
kitchen, and found a place at the front window. I moved an end table
so I had a support for the big gun, but once it was set up I saw a
huge problem: she wouldn't know I was there. If she arrived but
didn't see me or the car, she might drive away. I might not see her
again. The penalty for stealing that car would be steep.

Marjorie was under the influence of something. Or just really
happy in a hippy-relaxed sort of way. Not at all like I'd seen her
before. For a moment I wondered if Jo had delivered something
at the same time she picked up the briefcase.

There were too many variables. The only one I could trust was
myself. So, I walked out onto the front porch. I'd make it so she
knew I was at the house, then take it from there.

“Do you know how to shoot this big thing?”

Marjorie had wandered over to Jo's gun and fiddled with it. I knew
it was loaded, but now that she'd said it I didn't have any idea how
to fire it. I must have telegraphed that with my silence.

“Well, dear, you just click this little thingy here.”
She was doing something with it. I ran back inside, afraid she'd
shoot me through the screen. When I made it inside, she had her eye
on the scope and said, “And then you pull.”

The room exploded with the most violent concussion I'd ever
experienced. There was a hole in the front screen and the bullet
she'd fired headed for Missouri. The bitter smell of the fumes was
overpowering.

Marjorie was on the floor. A large welt grew above the eye she'd
been using with the scope. Almost as I watched it turned blue and
ugly. She silently cried while she gingerly touched it.

“I don't have time for this.” I knew she couldn't hear
me. I could barely hear me. The gunshot had sent my head spinning.

Content that she'd not do that again, I ran back outside. I heard
the roar of engine noise coming from the gravel road. It didn't even
strike me until just then that Jo was driving on the one surface she
hated more than any other. Of all the places to go.

But she flew. Maybe because it wasn't her car. She approached with
a huge billow of smokey road dust behind her. The bottom half of her
car had become white with it. The trailing car was probably all
white. I giggled at the thought of the tiny victory.

She saw me. I could tell by the shift in her driving. She slowed
down as she approached the house up the long straight road. Then she
jammed on the brakes and slid the car in a perfect execution of a
parallel parking job. Her car came to a rest just in front of
Marjorie's home, just below the barrel of my gun.

I ran back inside.

The police car decelerated, but didn't do anything fancy. They
parked well away from Jo.

I saw Jo jump out of her car and go running behind the house.

“Thanks a lot!” It was a snap judgment, but I knew she
saw me go in the house. Why she ran behind was a mystery.

I lined up my shot. The officers were still in their car. They
were HUGE in my scope.

“Got ya!”

I pulled the trigger.

Nothing happened.

I fumbled around for the safety, thinking it had fallen back to
“safe” or something.

“You looking for this, dear?” Marjorie asked. She,
too, was talking loudly.

I stood erect and turned to face her. Marjorie held the missing
magazine.

“Shame I had to bruise myself, but I fancied myself an
actress at one time.”

“But the police, they're bad.” I said limply.

“Is that what you think?” She pulled a little radio
from her back pocket. “I've got the shooter. You're clear. The
girls are unhurt, I hope?”

I was unhurt, I knew that much. And Jo?

“I'm just fine!” Jo came screaming out of the kitchen
into the little front room. She'd caught Marjorie off guard. The big
aluminum flashlight she carried fell on Marjorie's skull and she
collapsed to the floor. “Thank you for asking!”

I stood incredulous.

“What's happening here?” I shouted it over the ringing
in my ears.

She didn't answer. She went to her gun and noticed the magazine
had been removed. A frantic look outside the window.

“Where is it? I need the mag for this or we're dead.”
I could just hear her talking at normal volume.

“Umm, she had it.” I pointed to Marjorie, but I didn't
see the little steel box. We searched under the sofa and the little
curio cabinet. That's where it was.

With great violence she turned over the cabinet, grabbed for the
missing piece, then worked to get it into the gun.

“This is going to be close.”

With a flourish she patted the top of the gun like it was alive,
then lined up her shot. Unlike Marjorie—if she wasn't
pretending—Jo acted like a professional. She held the big gun
close to her shoulder and braced herself while looking down the scope
from a safe distance. I was prepared this time, and even put my hands
over my ears, but the sound still startled me.

“One.” She said calmly.

I watched as her finger tensed, then let up. Then, when she was
ready, she squeezed again.

Gunshots from outside. The window above the open screen shattered.
I stood there, not realizing the danger...

Another explosive burst. My ears thanked me for covering them, but
they still buzzed and rang madly from the first shot. No more shots
came in.

“Two.” Her workman-like dealings were completely in
contrast to how she acted the rest of the day. Far from being a
flighty, flirty girl, she was a totally focused killer.

Again, my face betrayed me.

“Come on, see what this is about.”




It's
all pretty much gone

“How in the hell did you drive on that gravel road? I thought you were scared to death of it?”

“I closed my eyes.”

She left me to ponder that as she walked ahead and checked on the two dead officers by their car. I followed, with reluctance. There was no doubt they were dead. They had huge
pieces missing from them.

She stood behind the car the two dead men had been driving. “You
aren't going to believe this, but we just saved four lives today.”

She was right, I wasn't going to believe it. By my math more than
four people had died today.

But when she opened the trunk, I was looking at two young teen
girls dressed in dirty nightgowns. Both were much younger than me.
They still had the faces of children, though their bodies were more
mature.

I helped them out, and they cried in my arms.

We all walked back toward the house, and the second car. When Jo
opened that trunk, two more little girls jumped out. Both were
hysterical.

I felt like I was repeating myself, but I needed to know. “What,
exactly, is happening here?”

“Everyone inside.” Jo ushered us all into the front
room, where she kicked the professor to jostle her awake.

She walked the short distance to her gun and aimed it at the
injured woman. Marjorie was disoriented, but her eyes bulged when she
saw the big barrel of the gun near her face.

“Talk,” Jo insisted.

“What do you want me to say?” She no longer had her
hippy attitude. “That we started a few house fires to distract
the natives so we could make a transaction with our southern
neighbors? That we—”

“You killed Evans? You knew I needed him!” She roughly
poked the barrel into the chest of the professor, though her woozy
look made Jo pull back. Blood trickled over her face from the crack
on the skull.

“I knew you'd go right to the sheriff with news of the
fire,” she said with a grim stare at Jo.

We did go right to the sheriff.

I'd never seen Jo look taken aback. Like someone tossed her car
keys in the lake.

“But why are you involved with these girls?” Jo
continued. “It's horrible.”

“Everyone is looking for escape, Jo, you know that better
than anyone. These girls were helping me do that.”

Jo put the gun right up into Marjorie's face. I thought that was
it. I can't explain why, but I tried to keep Jo from shooting her.

“Maybe the girls know,” I ventured.

A long pause.

“Right...Perth. Let's ask the girls.” Jo turned to the
four little girls standing near the front door. They seemed hesitant
to get near Marjorie. “You four, have you seen this lady
before?”

They all shook their heads yes.

“And where do you know her from?”

The tallest of the four may also have been the oldest. Her long
hair looked long-unwashed and her overall demeanor would best be
described as hopeless. She spoke up for all of them.

“She sometimes works in the welcome center in Hays. We all
saw her when we came in. She helped us settle in. She told us she was
our friend. But then...”

The tears told the story.

“I talked to them on the drive in,” Jo continued,
“these poor girls were kidnapped by this bitch and were going
to be traded to the south for fuel. They couldn't answer why the deal
went sour, and I don't think those two will talk either.” She
motioned to the dead men outside with a gruff laugh.

The taller girl quietly excused herself to go deeper into the
house.

“You're some kind of undercover police officer, right?”
I asked. There were few police, and most were fighting to keep the
peace in their little villages. She would be something new, but who
else would steal a police interceptor on a whim?

“No. I had no idea these girls existed. I ran across that
field to get...something else. When I saw they left it running, well,
who could not take it?” A small laugh peeked through her
stern countenance. Her aim was still on the woman, but she was
looking at the three girls. “Don't worry, we'll get you to
safety. She can't hurt you guys anymore. None of them will.”

The tall girl rejoined her friends and they talked among
themselves.

I sidled next to Jo. I was happy to have helped with whatever she
was doing, but I had to keep my eye on the prize. “So, partner,
we make a good team. Still need a co-pilot up north?” I didn't
want to go back to doing the milk run, not after all the excitement
and time behind the wheel of “Penn.”

“I gotta be honest with you Perth. It's really dangerous up
there. More dangerous than this.” She swooshed her arm around
the room and out the window. “And, I was more looking for
someone with more experience for something I gotta do up there. You
got a lot going on down here. You've got your cherry pick of cars
though, huh?”

I looked outside. “You mean, I can have one of those?”
The afternoon sun glistened off the black paint, beckoning me.

“Well, I'll take one and you take other one. That's how we
trade up, right? The girls can return in my car.”

My eyes swirled. Owning a top tier car fresh out of pony runs was
unheard of. I'd be a rock star.

I listened for my father's rebuke. Braced for it.

Nothing.

While I was turned around talking, a piercing scream came from
behind. Jo raised her weapon, slowly since it was so heavy, and I
spun myself around with my hands as my only defense.

I couldn't believe it. The young girls all had steak knives and
poked them repeatedly into the already-injured professor. Her neck
was already open and shooting blood onto the floor. She flailed her
arms weakly. I took a step to help her—

“No, you can't. It has to be this way.”

I couldn't look at anything else. The girls were thorough and
worked with hatred. Anyone who stuffed little girls into cars of men
who were—on paper—there to protect them, deserved to die.

“You know, anymore, this is how things have to be. Courts.
The Law. It's all pretty much gone. The only rules that matter are
the ones plastered on the walls of garages.”

She tapped me so I would look back at her rather than the bloody
death of the professor. Her screams had become a gurgle, then a
hissing.

“Bring back the car. Bring back the parts. Bring back the
driver. These kids are drivers, or will be. We did a good
thing by bringing them back. Marjorie was breaking rule 3. Death was
always going to be her fate if she was caught.”

No one gets banished anymore. We all knew it. Too many came back.
It only took a few dead ponies at the hands of banished and
revenge-minded criminals to establish that.

A switch turned off inside me. The interstate wasn't an exciting
and adventurous place. It was dangerous and hard work. Jo handled
herself better than I ever could, and we weren't even up on the big
highway. I knew what I was heading for if I tried to jump ahead.

I made a decision I knew my dad would appreciate.




Show
me the way

When I woke up that day I never would have guessed how much my
life was going to change. I went from zero-to-one-hundred. I started
my routes as a pony and ended it in ownership of a true thoroughbred
racehorse. I could have been a superstar.

But the silence of my father made me understand the gravity of the
situation. If he had been there counseling me to avoid jumping right
to the big leagues, I admit, I probably would have done it. It would
have been childish and stupid, but he's my dad!

Instead, he left it up to me. I hope I made the right choice,
because I'd hitched my wagon to the brightest star I'd ever seen in
those dusty pastures. I discussed everything with Jo. She'd take me
on as her co-pilot, teach me the ropes, run a few routes together,
and practice under her watchful eye driving the same model of car
that I had waiting for me when I was ready.

By the rules of New World, the house became vacant when Marjorie
died. I claimed it so I could park my evil-looking Mustang there, but
I offered the place to the girls, too. It's kind of small, but no one
would bother them.

We found a cache of weapons from the cars we inherited; we gave
most of them to the girls so they could defend themselves. Jo and I
both took a couple for ourselves. I think she kept that big rifle
around for sentimental reasons. It was on my list to ask her about
it.

It made me happy to be in the saddle with Jo, even if I didn't
much care for the interior of her new car. It was like taking Death's
horse and riding it in the summer parade with big happy flags hanging
off the sides. It felt wrong. But, out there, only horsepower
mattered.

I also wasn't comforted by the presence of the black suitcase she
wouldn't let me near. She'd tossed it in the far rear with a knowing
look that said, “don't touch.” But, she also made a show
of ignoring the odds and ends—including a brown paper bag—I
threw in there. I guess the professor was right, we were all looking
for escape.

Later, on our way back to Hays, I marveled at how fast she bounced
back. She had a smile that couldn't be washed off. “I know we
just scored this amazing car, but you look happier than you should
for a couple house fires and busting a sex slave sting.”

“Why not? I'm the happiest and luckiest gal down here in the
pony pastures right now. I've got my bad ass ride, I've got a gal who
knows north from south and can fire the fifty, and I took four
assholes off the road. Plus, well, all I'll say is that I finally
feel like I know where I'm going in this world.”

Her smile was infectious. I didn't correct her that I'd never
actually fired “the fifty.”

I pulled out the small bobblehead dog I'd ripped off the
dashboard of my IROC back at the fire. I held it out to show her.
“Mind if he rides with us?”

“Is this your dad?”

“What?”

“You know, you said you were looking for your dad—back
at the fire. You thought he'd gotten injured in the wreck.”

It all clicked.

“Yes! I talk to this like he's my dad. It sounds stupid, I
know, but—”

“No, not at all. I get it. Put him up there. He'll liven
this place up.”

I plopped him on his butt right at the top of the center console.
The little golden retriever started to bob and weave with the road
below us. I fell back into my seat, feeling better at the whole turn
of events.

“Girl, we've got the wind at our backs, the big city ahead
of us, and more horsepower than two girls need. You ready to ride in
the fast lane?”

“Show me the way.”

The bobblehead dog nodded at me.

“Thanks, Dad.”

###
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Post
Apocalyptic Mustangs

[This is the first chapter from Post Apocalyptic Mustangs:
Revolutions Per Mile, Book 2]

The fuel tanker was pretty typical. It was a probably less than
half full—they seldom top off because of the trouble driving
them here—so figure 4000 gallons. In the Old World I would
never have noticed trucks like that delivering their precious cargo
to my local gas station even if I was parked next to it. I
just didn't care.

Out there it stood out like Thomas the Train chuffing through
Strawberry Shortcake's village. That's because it was sitting on a
gravel road under the wide open sky of central Kansas prairie rather than dropping fuel in the city.

My childhood television viewing sometimes bleeds through...

“This one's an official tanker. We're good,” Jo told me as we
pulled up. There was a significant black market for fuel, though quality varied. Finding an officially recognized carrier helped.

Fuel was a dangerous business. Up north, where we got our gasoline, people
literally killed to get it. That's what we called the Northern Run.
It went from Hays up to somewhere in North Dakota. I'd never been
there, so I didn't know. Only the older boys and a few insane girls
drove on that route. However, down in the south—the pony
pastures—fuel trucks had a much easier time. The drivers were
usually greeted with food, supplies, and other goods for trade,
rather than bullets or the mercenary's knife.

For us, after a day of hard driving, we needed a full tank. That
meant trade.

“What do we have to trade, today?” she asked as she
tilted her head down so she could look at me over her hideous
designer shades.

“Why are you looking at me, this is your car.”

“Well...sometimes they accept trade on other payment
plans.”

I knew she was joking because we just got done stumbling on, and
putting an end to, an underage sex traffic ring being run right under
the nose of everyone in our town.

“Ha ha. That's not how I roll.” It was true, though
I'd been propositioned almost every time I'd gone to get fuel since I
started delivering freight with the Prairie Express. It made me
uncomfortable every single time, too. “Maybe you have some
wares you'd like to show the boys?”

Oh yeah, almost all the fuel truck drivers were men. I think they
picked the craziest of the lot because they were such high value
targets for bandits.

“Tsk tsk, Perth, I'm the driver. You're the co-pilot. You
have to help me, not the other way around. Now get out there
and shake your moneymaker.”

She was sniggering, but it made me mad. Instead of complying, I
reached into her cargo area behind our seats to see what I could find
for trade. We came to a rough stop by the truck.

“Oh no. You're not taking my good stuff.”

I could imagine all sorts of “good stuff” back there.
I'd seen her transfer all the crap from the back of her other car to this
Death-black police Mustang, including the mysterious suitcase she'd gotten from the now-deceased professor. I know I saw bottles of
liquor. She also had the oversized sniper rifle, though I came around
to our need to keep that.

We were still arguing with varying degrees of seriousness when a
kid knocked on Jo's window. We both jumped, but with amazing speed
she pulled a pistol from somewhere on her, and pointed it at her
window. The boy held up his hands, looking truly frightened.

When the threat was identified as harmless, Jo put the weapon back
into a holster she'd had hidden inside the waistband of her pants.
She didn't make an effort to hide it when she put it back.

“See?” I like to be prepared out here. That's lesson
1. Always be prepared.

“Like a Boy Scout,” I said. I'd learned about Boy
Scouts from my dad. He was fond of his time with that group, and
still recited their mottos, grails, or whatever. I remember nothing
of it, except “Be Prepared.” He always said that.

Jo opened her door.

“Sorry, we thought you were a bad guy,” she nodded to the boy. “Where's
the OO?”

“M-me. I'm the own-ner and operator.”

Jo froze while holding her door wide open. I couldn't see her face
from inside the car, but I suspected she must have a look of
surprise. The kid couldn't be a day over thirteen.

“You drive this thing?” Her tone was skeptical.

“Yes. I'm tall.”

He was tall for his age, I gave him that. But he had no business
hauling god-knows-how-many tons of explosive fuel around.

After a long hesitation, she leaned all the way back inside the
cockpit to whisper to me.

“I guess you're off the hook for a trade.” She winked
at me, then pulled out the basketball and a bottle of hooch from her
trash heap of a back seat. Unlike most of our cars, the police
cruiser still had the original seats. Probably so they could haul in
prisoners.

Jo went to talk to the curly-haired boy while I sat and waited. I
looked at the bobblehead dog sitting on the center console. The one
she thinks I talk to as if it were my dad. I knew better. My real dad
usually sat in the passenger seat, though now I was in his spot. He'd
get it back the day I got my car back out on the highway. Right now I
was Jo's co-pilot while I learned the ropes.

I tilted my head back and rested. I didn't need to look outside to
know what was going on. The boy would accept Jo's trade, then he'd
use the big red canisters to transfer fuel from his supply to Jo's
gas tank.

I woke up and we were already moving.

“How long was I out?” It was early evening.

“Not long. We have a new mission. You excited?”

“Does a chicken lay eggs?” I thought. I was hella excited, but
kept it inside.

I didn't know what to say to her so I wouldn't look like a
wide-eyed kid. I'd never been on a delivery up on the interstate.
Ahead I could see the superhighway looming as a straight line against
the backdrop of the blue sky. It ran east and west, cutting field and
stream with few turns to make it interesting. I'd been on it before,
many times, but not out here. This trip would be my first. First
times for me are typically...awkward.

“So, how does this work? Where did you pick up the job?”

She seemed to appreciate the question. “Yeah, so normally
we'd get our cargo at the depot in Hays, but today you and I are
going on a special run.”

“Special?” I admit I was hoping she'd take me to one
of the big garages—surely she belonged to one—or do a
little milk run to get me used to the procedures. But now?

“Yep, and we already had the cargo. I picked it up back at
the professor's house.”

The suitcase she'd taken wasn't floating on the mess in the back
seats. It had to be back in the trunk. I had no idea what was inside.

“So, for my training run you plan to take me out onto the
interstate as your co-pilot, with a mysterious cargo you picked up
from a woman we later killed, and we're riding in a rogue cop car we
basically stole from them after we shot them with a sniper rifle.
That about sum it up?”

She giggled. “Yeah, that sums it up perfectly.” Then,
as we started up the ramp toward the four-lane interstate she held
out her hand to shake mine. I only hesitated for a second.

“Welcome to the fastest job you'll ever have.”

I shook her hand. I also noticed the skulls and crossbones painted
in white all the way up the ramp… She was trying to distract
me.

“Now, pull out the notebook under your seat and let's get
started.”

I reached down and felt the spiral-bound notebook. It had a hard
cover. I pulled it to me; it carried the seal of the Kansas Highway
Patrol. I was excited and a little bit scared to open it up, but when
I did all the wind that had been billowing my sails started to wheeze
out.

“She told you it would be dangerous, K-Bear.”

My dad's voice was sympathetic. And, dammit, he was right.

Inside the notebook was page after page of sections of highway.
Each drawn and labeled with meticulous precision to show a menagerie
of speed traps, kill boxes, and other types of blockages ahead of us.
Instead of being a straight shot to Salina, I was looking at mile
after mile of danger.

“This is why I stole the car.” She pointed to my
notebook. “With this we can get clear across the state. It lays
it all out for us.”

I was impressed. It all made sense now. She needed the map from
the police station to provide the routes, and the KHP notebook—she
ended up stealing the whole car—to avoid the speed traps on the
way.

“Wait a second.” My gears shifted very slowly. “Across
the state? You mean we aren't turning around at Salina?” Salina
was the turnaround for the couriers. Always. The Kansas Militia
controlled the Flint Hills beyond. No one could say what was left to
the east of that...toward Kansas City.

She was silent, which could only mean—

“Wait just a damned minute. I don't want to go that far.”

“Nobody with sense does. That's why you're perfect.”
She smiled a conciliatory smile.

She picked up speed as we left the ramp; the motor was much bolder
than her previous Mustang. She had to speak louder as the RPM's
increased.

“But you don't have to worry, Perth. Seriously.”

I couldn't help but sound hurt, though I was also a little
flattered. “And why is that?”

“Because you're with the best driver currently on this
highway.”

She was in sixth gear and singing loudly before I'd had a chance
to decide if I was thrilled or terrified.
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This ends the first sample chapter of Book 2.
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