
        
            
                
            
        

    
 

Blue Shadows

 

By Andrew Singleton

 

Legal Stuff nobody pays attention to

 

This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution- Noncommercial-Share Alike 3.0 United States License. To view a copy of this license, visit:

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/us/ 

or send a letter to Creative Commons, 171 Second Street, Suite 300, San Francisco, California, 94105, USA.

 

The character of Jenny Everywhere is available for use by anyone, with only one condition. This paragraph must be included in any publication involving Jenny Everywhere, in order that others may use this property as they wish. All rights reversed.

 

This book is a work of fiction. Any and all incidents and characters are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to actual events, is coincidental.

 

Cover art by and property of Fiona. Used with Permission

http://scarletfox202.deviantart.com/ 

 

Note

 

The world as presented in this book continues on through different posts within my blog. Later revisions of this file will contain these things and more.

 

I actively encourage anyone that wishes to use my world as a backdrop to their own works to do so. Granted I would like it to be known off the bat, unless you're working with me during the whole process and allow me to review the materials, to put a note in to the effect that you took my world and made it your own. Then again this is more or less covered in the creative commons terms anyway so eh.

 

I can be contacted by email:

singletona@trioptimum.com 

 

Feedback is a rare and precious thing. I realize I need an editor. I realize this work is going to probably appear unpolished. Any feedback you wish to give should take this into account and if you see structural issues I would ask you offer some form of alternative rather than 'your spelling sucks.' and nothing else.

 

This document is mostly to try fishing for feedback and to test general interest. Distribute it however you like. Just keep in mind I do fully intend on adding material to the mix later on.

 

 

- Andrew

 

 

If even one person manages to get drawn into reading then I consider this a success.

 

 Date: 12 May 

 Mood: Thoughtful

 Ours was something of a new settlement, but I thought that the split from Morrison was a good idea. It wasn't all that far from there, less than a day from city center to city center, and many of the farms between there and here, including mine, didn't even have to move. Which, on reflection, was probably a major reason I was given such rough treatment in the debate when I sided with those wanting the community to spread out?

 Tonight was my night for the week helping with Border Patrol, and so far it had been the same as it was for the past six months, so for the sake of brevity I shall summarize.

 Billy and I typically took what was left of the old highway down to the edge of the new settlements and, with the help of other teams, went door to door. Normally this amounted to going door to door asking if everything is all right or if they had seen anything out of the ordinary. By that time it was mostly a formality as the refugees from the raiding out west had either settled or passed us by, and we were deep inside New Confederacy territory. 

 Much as I disliked the general attitudes of many of the Southern Revivalists, they protect their own. As a brief aside, I wonder how they managed to stay in power. Did racism not die out as a political platform in my grandfather’s time? With the Lee administration and the Humanists in power in all four subsets of the senate I suppose not. While I didn't like some of their policies I was not about to abandon my family's farm, or Billy for that matter.

 The first time I went on night watch was the worst. We were still finding Ferals from the last brushfire spat between us, the Northern Alliance and whichever ally nations could be sucked in. The people that lost out worst were those who had been abandoned very young and left to grow without any contact from other humans. Poor souls. Try keeping that thought in your mind with one at your throat clawing and snarling like a half-starved jackal.

 Standing orders were to try capturing them, and where possible we did try. The problem was in most cases we simply cannot risk it, given how rare antibiotics have become and how long it takes to get to a decent hospital. Its messy business when one of them has to be put down and God forgive me for what I have done. I shall speak no more of this.

 Aside from Ferals were the more usual creatures one found in the more rural places. Wild dogs, cats, the occasional ‘yote and on three different occasions I saw an exotic. Thankfully most flee when people would get close, but I had almost been made a meal by one of the great cats. Couldn't say that was fun, and always grateful I only had scars to show for the encounter instead of missing limbs. As I consolation my father had gotten a new rug.

 New settlers were still coming in, though nowhere near as many as in the first few months. Still, that's the point of these patrols, to check to see if everyone in a given place is who they say they are, to find anyone who's just arrived and hasn't registered with Housing, and to give everyone living here a sense that they can sleep at night. I suppose that made us police officers in a way. However, we never had badges, or in most cases guns, though every team was required have one. 

 Regardless, serving with them made me feel good about myself; despite the fact my left arm was still in a sling from the last runner we had. Carelessness on my part really, and I was lucky his aim was off since I'm sure he was aiming for my head. I was even luckier that Billy was there.

 For those that are unaware Billy was one of those oddities formally referred to as a Genetically Modified and Enhanced Human, or informally at least here where I was raised, as gholem, or many of the more common slurs which will not be repeated here. While not beautiful in the classical sense, her features and general build do lend a certain charm. Then again I might have been a bit predisposed on the matter, and took her differences in stride. 

 Once Patrol was done it was almost sunrise. Sadly these all night runs threw my sleep patterns off, which was the reason one would find me awake writing both my official entries for work as well as in this journal. I could not express how badly I wished I was as sound a sleeper as Billy was, but to each their own patterns.

 Almost time to let the chickens loose and milk the cow. Didn't want to, and even though I was well aware Billy could do the work in my stead, I didn't want to get in the habit of her doing in my place. Moreover, not all of the animals were kindly disposed to her. Perhaps I would write more after I finished with the morning chores. More likely I would end up taking another nap Moments such as these made me envy that Billy could get by on three hours of sleep.

 

 Date: 12 May

 Mood: Grief

 OK, the fence was repaired and my chores for the day seemed done. That was never really the case, as something else always either needed to be fixed, animals that could use this or that, or something that could be worked on. Still, my workload for the day was as done as it would have gotten with the sun down. It took talent to write while walking, or in my case frequent stops to pen my thoughts down. Said 'walk' consisted of pacing an eight-acre lot there were plenty of opportunity for thoughts on all manner of subject.

 It wouldn't do to have only the exciting bits of one's life put down if it had no context. Yes yes picture shows and plays could be found by the cart or truck full that did exactly that. Such has never been my way, and I apologize if that was expected.

 Where was I? Oh yes. Out for a walk on my property.

 Naturally I wasn't alone, while I didn't exactly fear Ferals, four legged or otherwise, encroaching I wasn't going to act a complete fool in the dark. So while I walked, my two dogs roamed roughly along the same path. They were well trained and stayed fairly close to me, so I feel secure enough to relax. Pity really, because fatigue caught up with me, and I skirted the land of Nod, quite content in the warm night and what I presumed to be the safety of my own property. So when it attacked my first, and only, warning had been the sounds of both of my dogs made when they laid into the intruder.

 Both were rather large, and would have been considered mongrel by any standard, and each weighed easily over a hundred pounds. Even so both were tossed about like a child's stuffed animals. All I could tell was the approximate shape, roughly humanoid and approximately a head taller than me, and the one and only clear glimpse I got before I turned to run was it tossing Cholo away.

 Right then I had hidden in the cattle barn and. Deus... If it herd half as well as I could then it should have been able to find me by the sound of my heartbeat. Maybe the noises the animals made masked mine, I hoped so anyway.

 Three hours after I'd taken my walk I finally return to find my home as I'd left it. Billy taking her nap, the radio emanating soft static due to curfew. I know it happened, no dream feels that real, plus I was still in my work clothes.

 

 Morning

 Dogs covered but left unburied, taking the horse in town to get Michael to look at the bodies before I bury them. For once I took Billy's suggestion and took the shotgun with me.

 Michael finished looking them over and is talking with Billy while I take my turn digging the grave. Hard, but not nearly as hard as it would've been had we not had rain a few days back. I loved both of them, raised them, and in return they've helped keep watch over me and mine. I'm only thankful that whoever, or whatever did this wasn't' the sort to stop to 'play' with its prey.

 I had written all this down as Billy dug mind you. Apologize, whoever reads this. I'm not terribly good at a coherent narrative, on the matter.

 "It might've been a gholem." It must have been the third or fourth attempt Michael made at getting my attention before her voice sunk through my grief. I looked up at her, writing as I starred at her while somehow having kept my note taking legible. She was shaken and tired, which I would learn later because she had been up for the past day tending to a sick cow, but she continued. "Cholo and Apollo had blue blood in their mouths." 

 Oh no. Everyone would start thinking Billy- no, no. They knew her, they might not like her, but they wouldn't think she would have killed without provocation, especially my dogs. That would have been one detail they couldn't easily explain away.

 With these thoughts in my mind I had put my dogs in the hole we had dug. Even now I still miss both of them. They were good animals. 

 Looked up from filling the grave in and saw only the vet. "I'll see if Frank can get the militia on the wire." The woman hadn't looked at me when she spoke. Instead her eyes had been on the wooded space across the road. 

 "Billy said she might be able to find where it went, or maybe where it came from." This last seemed her way of explaining to me where Billy had gone while my attention had been on the dogs.

 Michael sounded slightly confused, "I don't know how she'd tell its path from anybody else's, but she seems convinced, and I'm worried." Maybe to an outsider my calm attitude would have been out of place. I'd heard from many different people in the five years before then of her just up and disappearing, usually right after a possible connection between her and something that had happened popped up.

 Every time something came along that would make people associate her with the worst Billy went to find proof otherwise. Couldn't blame her, but if she kept bowing to pressure then maybe she would have gotten hurt, or maybe, well lots of things had flitted through my mind when she did things like that. Nobody could stop her short of chaining her down, and even then those would have to be stout. Don't get yourself killed please.

 

 Date: 20 May

 Mood: Pensive

 Billy was still gone, though I found a note yesterday in her handwriting.

 

I am well Julian. Though my quarry eludes me I've found signs of others encroaching, I'd say drifters, but there's too many different traces floating about. I can't make heads or tails of any of this. With luck I'll get back in touch within the next day or so. All my best.

 

 She never left a signature, not a proper one anyway. It was always a silly little design at the bottom, a half-sun/half-moon doodle. I’ve always presumed it’s that anyway, half-rounded sphere, half-spiky thing in the middle of a circle. Odd, but at least I knew this was from her.

 Two days. I told myself I would give her two days then I would have to look myself. Before then though I was going to ask that more frequent patrols be conducted with more men on each outing. I wasn't sure how well they could be made to listen, but if Billy thought worse was out there than the person that had killed my animals I trusted her judgment.

 

 After Dark

 Either I had always taken everyone in authority in the worst light possible, or I was feeling pessimistic at the time. Half a dozen of one, six of the other maybe? They sent men out there to search. Just hoped they found something, and that whatever was out there was friendly. We couldn't afford every able-bodied person to end up too tired to do anything meaningful the next day for nothing, or worse.

 We'd decided to rotate out in four-hour shifts instead of the usual eight hour all nighters. It would cut everyone short on sleep, but it beat sun down to sun up for the entire Corp.

 So far that night there had been nothing new to report, just the usual- Wait, no just a cat. I needed to get a grip, focus, and stop jumping at shadows. Didn't help that I was working with a new partner, or was it the other way 'round? We did what we needed I suppose, and tried to handle life’s difficulties as best as we could.

 When she returned, there was something said about two bodies in the back lot to Jim's Bakery.

 Calm, I tried to remain calm while I took notes for the record. I wasn't a Doctor of any sort, but I knew enough, mostly from that brief lecture I had to sit through on what to do if we found corpses, that we shouldn't have moved the bodies. It was obvious how they died, sure, but there were questions. Throats torn out, lots of blood... No... I mean there had been lots of blood but I couldn't be sure if their throats are torn loose, or... Hell I couldn't think straight. Calm. I tried remembering my lessons. They told you there would be times like this.

 Boot on gravel noises; my partner told me to stay with the bodies. 

 I heard gunshots followed by screams for me to run, then nothing. What do you think I did? I knuckled down, dug my heels in, and held on for dear life while my horse ran for town.

 

 Date: 21 May

 Mood: Frightened

 Twice in one week had things with murderous intent chased me. Twice this week have I ran while others have died. There would not be a third time, not even if that meant my own end.

 I'd survived until morning with no sign of my pursuers when I came upon the next shift's patrol. With them in tow I led them to the bodies, and found my partner draped over the two that were there before. She lived, but only for another minute as there wasn't anything the rest of us could do other than put her out of her misery.

 As a group we went into town to fetch more men, only to find that similar slayings have occurred throughout the night. I'm not sure how I'm supposed to feel save that I'm sick to my stomach with worry.

 Going home did nothing to calm my nerves, and only emphasized the fact that if anyone wished they could have waltzed in at any time and shuffle off my mortal coil for me. However just because people were dying didn't mean that chores could be missed. Though I suppose that statement would make you think I was taking everything in stride, and you would have been be as far from the truth as possible. My nerves were shot, I kept a loaded gun with me at all times. The animals seemed to notice my mood which, as a result, made them also act skittish. When I returned home there was another note, this one wedged under the back door.

 

You needn't fear our coming, for we have heard much of you and your temperament and judge that to end your life would be wasteful, and we do abhor waste. Think what you will of our methods, but we've taken this course only because we have no other option. We're being hunted as animals, captured then made sport of for the pleasure of the mob. We've been driven to this, and we hate it. All we wanted was a place of our own. It’s doubtful that you will feel anything but disgust for how we've conducted ourselves, after all, people are dying before their due, but we felt that an attempt had to be made to explain ourselves. 

 

 How was I supposed to react to this? Monsters claimed to want peace? Five were dead and eight others injured. They said they would have let me live, but why? Had that been Billy's doing? I had to assume it was, as I also assumed that their granting me amnesty was due to my having treated her as an equal rather than a servant. Still, I wasn't happy with the situation if it meant they would have slaughtered everyone else in town. Contrary to popular belief Gholem were not, at their core, bad people! 

 Maybe that was all Billy could convince them to do.

 No matter, my course was still that of helping in our mutual defense. So after burning the note, I dared not simply throw it away on the off chance it might come back at a later time to garrote me at the worst possible moment, and packed a light lunch. I was off to town hall, as that's where we had agreed all those not on patrol, or weren't tending their homes, should gather for the duration. It made sense; it was a centralized location where everything could be coordinated.

 Of course once I had gotten there the idea of everyone gathered in one place seemed much less appealing; what with the general chaos, high tempers, and nobody seemingly knowing what's going on. Pardon me. 

 "I really think we should-" Jenny, a curious olive skinned woman, who, in my opinion, was a damned good nurse, babysitter, storyteller, and Deus alone knows what else, spoke up. Unfortunately she had been almost immediately cut off by Alex, a portly fellow who was one of the elementary school teachers.

 "No no no, won't do at all I'm afraid," He paused for breath before continuing. "What about that bloody note they found?" Note? Made sense I guess that they would send other people their own letters, probably less kindly worded than mine.

 So why had I been sweating? On reflection I had waited for somebody to jump down my throat, or start an argument, or something to try making me feel that my unconventional attitudes had been responsible for what we faced.

 Jenny flipped that ridiculous scarf in what I think was a gesture of annoyance before responding. It’s May for Deus's sake, why is anyone wearing anything like that in this weather? Unfortunately I couldn't hear anything else she had to say over the general den of noise as more people went about their own business here. Most of the talk was, not surprisingly, about the attacks, but everyone had a different opinion. Sadly I couldn't make sense of half of what was said because the rest was drown out by competing chatter.

 There was a loud banging of wood against wood near the rear of the building, specifically at the podium. After a minute of this as well as shouts for Silence, a little balding man with grandfatherly eyes straightened from behind the podium and spoke.

 "As we all know about the recent attacks I shall merely gloss over the unsightly specifics of the murders themselves and cut any rumors that the entirety of our government has been killed. I am here, as are a dozen of our representatives. So far there have been a total of six confirmed deaths, four if rumors of the Millers leaving town are to be believed." I sighed, that was something at least.

 "Unfortunately they seem to also have decided to target our families," Several that knew about the attack on my farm, including Michael, turned slightly in my direction, "And those that watch over us at night." More eye shifting, this time presumably noticing those Watchers that were lost last night.

 His speech went on, however I shall not even attempt to mince words, as I dared not write for fear not hearing what was said, and I dare not write now for fear of not capturing the essence of his voice. To summarize it in a pair of sentences wouldn't do it justice though it only lasted all of a couple minutes. Still, if I had to make the attempt, and I feel I do. It is as follows:

 'Though we are in the midst of trying times we must not give in to fear and mistrust, for these sap from us our resolve to stand against these barbarous invaders. Though my own life is being threatened,' He paused at some point to show a note similar to my own, 'I cannot, nor will I ever, be cowed into submission. This is our home, and we are not going to be scared off by thugs that don't even have the courage to face."

 Were this a story, or a picture show at the theater just down the way, as soon as he was done speaking the audience would have been on its feet cheering and vowing to never give in or whatever nonsensical sentiment the speech of the moment was supposed to convey. Here in the real world we were still frightened, still confused, and still numbed by recent events. That wasn't to say the man's words had no effect. That effect was just more subtle than what fiction often portrayed. Deus bless my father, for he always had been one of the best I knew at creating on the spot exactly what a crowd needed to hear.

 At that point the meeting split between different groups. There was one group that was to organize supplies, another that would be in charge of defense, and those that would be out looking for our attackers. I was pulled towards the group dealing with dealing with supplies, or would've been had my father not motioned me over for a privet word.

 

Of Fathers and Sons

I include this account of the conversation between my father and I here for the sake of completeness. This is purely taken from my memory as I had waited until months after the fact to include what is recorded below.

 Once we were in my Father's office and the door safely latched he turned to me. "Where is she?" There was no accusation in either his eyes or voice. At that point there needn't be for me to understand that he thought she had acted with whatever was out there.. 'Has she run off with this lot to take her wrath out on the rest of us?"

 "No Father she-" He cut me off with a glare and paced around me. Though he had gotten older and was slightly bowed over more often than not, I always felt like I was still a small child in his presence. I wondered, in that moment, if this was the way all children felt when their parents were displeased.

 He didn't answer right away; instead he seated behind his desk and motioned for me to take a seat. Only then, with the rather large piece of heavy oak between us did he finally say something.

 "Son. I've never understood what you'd seen in that thing." He held my gaze as he spoke; again there was no bitterness or disappointment in either tone or expression. "However I've stood by your choice to try giving it a good home and the treatment any of God's creatures deserves. However Billy is what Billy is, and you can't change their nature no matter how hard you try." He put the note he waved to the crowd between us, and then gently nudged it in my direction.

 

Mister Fawkes,

Due to the kindness your son has shown one of our own, and because of her bargaining on the behalf of your settlement, we will allow for a negotiator so that this needn't escalate further. Send anyone you wish. However your son must accompany them both as a measure of good faith, and so that, no matter how slanted an opinion is given of our terms, his view will hopefully balance it out enough so that you might see the truth somewhere in the middle.

Included are directions to a place where we may discuss things in relative security. It will be well away from our encampment, so don't think that you can send armed men and hope to '"dispose 'of the situation" by taking advantage of our offer. You have three days, starting tomorrow at sunrise, to respond. On the Fourth day, if we either cannot come to equitable terms, or you fail to send anyone to negotiate, we will continue with the attacks until your entire population surrenders to us totally and unconditionally. I can promise you that if it comes to that, Sir, none will like what we will do, least of all us.

 

 As with Billy's note there had been that funny sun/moon symbol, only the halves were reversed. I looked from the note to my Father, reread the note, and then sighed. "Who do you wish to go with me and how long before we leave?"

 "What I want," He snapped, "is for you to have nothing to do with any of this." He took the note from my hand and placed it in the center drawer. "Since what I want is irrelevant at this point I won't endanger anyone else. They seem to think highly of you, and ordinarily you're a levelheaded boy. Just remember." He leaned forward, "They will not hesitate to kill you or wish they had, and having a trained pet vouch for you isn't likely going to stop them either." 

 He leaned back in his chair and looked towards the window before he added dismissively, "I'll have Gina pack for you. If my judgment of distance and travel times are right it'll take a day to get there and a day to get back if you make good time. If you are not back in four days I will assume you are dead and act accordingly."

 This had grown surreal. My father, MY father trusted my judgment? Something, as the expression went, smelled. However because politeness dictated it and because our meeting was apparently at an end I got to my feet and offered a slight bow before turning for the door. I had no idea what to think at this point. 

 Oh there's Gina and Jason, it seemed while I was inside they loaded my horse up, trusting that I would do as my father asked, as I usually did. This made sense, I suppose, given the urgency of the task, but why me? He never trusted me alone with anything of importance.

 Date: 22 May

 Mood: Unsorted

 It had been roughly a day since I left town. As I hammered the stake down and clipped my horse so we could both eat, I looked at the mid-day sun and sighed. This was messed up; then again constantly thinking the obvious isn't going to force the situation to start making sense. At least father provided well for this trip.

 

Four full water bottles.

A half-full box of wooden matches and some cotton balls, presumably dipped in kerosene or something else that makes them even more flammable.

A large knife, I presume he didn't think I still had mine.

Compass

Fishing line and hooks, why, I don't know, as there aren't any fishable streams nearby. Must be the Scout in him to be prepared I suppose, possibly to be used as improvised stitching material.

Half a loaf of bread as well as cured ham, cheese, and ...wait a tic... Is that an orange? Yes it is. Yay me.

A two-person 'dome' tent, which was thoughtful of him.

One sleeping bag, heavily waterproofed, so it’s kind of stiff and course feeling, but preferable to it being waterlogged, I suppose, if it starts raining

 

 All that may seem like a lot of stuff doesn't it? It is, kind of. Most everything, however, fits in the saddlebags, horn bags, and a backpack easily enough, and the tent and bedroll were strapped to the back of the saddle. While this made the saddle somewhat bulkier, it was actually a rather efficient storage method. OK fine, I'm sure it could have been done better, but I had left on short notice and my things were packed by other people. There wasn't time to rearrange any of it.

 At least the load was distributed a bit, plus Star has carried heavier before. Wish I'd thought to bring my walking stick, but oh well, too late now. Not that I actually need it since the terrain here seems to be mostly gentle slopes with none of the usual rubble and overgrowth associated with the ruined city. It was just something that would have been nice to have.

 The ride yesterday and this morning had been uneventful, so I shall skip these things, and after I finished eating a few more of my own musings on what's gone on would be added.

 

 After Lunch

 There we are. I let the horse rest for another few minutes while my feet enjoyed the open air. Though in hindsight I doubted very much the local wildlife enjoyed the smell. Let them suffer, I needed to tend to my hurts before continuing on.

 Speculation time. My father got a note from a pack of gholem that threatened to resume their killing and destruction two days from now if I couldn't work out some kind of agreement. The problem was why didn't my father send somebody else? He knew I am biased on these things, and I couldn't, in all honestly, see anybody else buying anything I would have to say about whatever happens next, City business or no.

 What were his words? 'Didn't want to risk more lives than he had to?" It was something to that effect anyway. Why was I suddenly afraid? No. My father wouldn't send me on a suicide mission. He might have had his cold moments, but he was not that kind of man.

 Were this any other man then I could ALMOST believe that he was willing to sacrifice me to buy time for everyone else. Trouble is while that would be an almost expected move with 'the needs of the many outweigh the needs of the one." used as justification it wasn't something my father is capable of. Oh well, break over, got to clean up and see if I can't get where I'm going from here.

 

 Late Afternoon/Close to Sunset

 It would seem I had arrived; as roughly two minutes ago two lean looking Gholem stepped out onto the road I was following. Presently they were tending to my horse, much to Star's dismay, as he wasn't fond of strangers. However he is a well-trained animal and only snorted and tossed his head rather than rear and attempt to trample. Oh well, it was the thought that counts I guess. I had been riding all afternoon; they were sitting here for who knows how long. Rather polite gesture on their part actually. Billy. There she was waiting for me.

 

 Date: 22 May

 Mood: Pensive

 Apologize, Gentle Reader, but the following entry will be a bit different, as I had to transcribe as well as act as a major participant, so please forgive any irregularities. Oh who am I kidding, my journal, much as my thoughts, are in a general state of disarray anyhow. This isn't a word for word quotation. As with the meeting two days past I'm no good at taking dictation.

 

 A summery of the meeting

 Billy was flanked on either side by two other gholem. The one on her left being roughly my height, thin save for the telltale curves of femininity, and was generally disposed towards a 'sour' expression. The one on her right was quite tall; my best estimates put him at a good six and one half feet and of a heavy build. He, as this one seemed to lean more towards the masculine than his partner, but still maintaining that somewhat androgynous quality all Gholem have, seemed curious about my appearance and apparent solitude. Both wore thoroughly worn and patched clothing consisting of trousers and long sleeves. Perhaps they were attempting to make a statement by way of dress, perhaps it was simply conceding to the practicality of their nomadic situation. After all, running and skirts don't generally go well together.

 For her part Billy seemed to have dressed in a mix of her usual clothes; blouse and scarf, pair of knee high black breeches, and knee-highs. I could only assume she got these from our 'guests', as I wasn't even aware, till just now, that anyone even made knee high 'breeches' anymore.

 My musing on the origin of Billy's pants were cut short by the Gholem on her left, "While we disapprove of them sending you alone," She took a deep breath, "We can only work with what is available." She bowed then backed away.

 "I do not see how this will be of any use," the rather large male on Billy's right stated calmly, "Seeing as they have decided to leave out the counterweight to your own optimism, but what has been agreed upon has been agreed upon. So we shall allow the course of events to continue." With that he too bowed and backed away, leaving Billy to face me alone. I have never been good at recording our conversations verbatim, so I shall summarize her explanation on why the Gholem are here.

 It seemed that they were the remnants of an experimental all-gholem settlement, funded by a man with a similar attitude towards their humanity as myself, but with orders of magnitude more funding than I could ever have laid hands on. At the beginning of the year they had been contacted by the local garrison that had been ordered to monitor them. In of itself this was nothing special, as they had to put up with observers, researchers, anthropologists, and the like on a regular basis ever since they had begun this experiment two years ago.

 However rather than the usual heckling and goading, they posted on the doors of their town hall, a notice that they have a week to vacate 'in the interests of public safety and security'. Billy practically growled when she cited their excuses. None there at the time knew what was going on save that the myriad of groups that had been against their settlement project had finally found a suitable excuse to muscle in and be rid of them instead of the usual harassment and containment. They tried reasoning with the other observers sent there, and while they unanimously agreed that they conducted themselves as well as, if not better than, most towns of similar size, the military it seems had turned a deaf ear to any but the one or two malcontents out of a group of three dozen.

 The next morning, not a week later, or even a hand full of days. The Next Morning. The entire garrison, consisting of roughly eight thousand troops plus support personnel, arrived to forcibly remove them from their homes. These were men armed with everything from mortars and rockets that could bombard their target from at least a half-mile away, to armored vehicles, flamethrowers, assault weapons, body armor, and it seems anything else you could have wanted for land warfare. Despite this show of naked aggression the settlers though that if they could stay they would be safe.

 At dawn the next day, the shelling began and didn't' stop till dawn the morning after. Several families had tried escaping that night amid the bombardment, and while no bodies were ever recovered, none have heard anything since then. Dozens were injured in that long bombardment, and most of their town had been shelled into ruin.

 When the shelling stopped the slaughter followed. Any who offered resistance, even a mis-spoken word, was executed. Those that survived the roundup were herded to a prison camp euphemistically labeled as a 'resettlement and processing center'. Their escape from this place probably saved their lives, though over half were lost as a result. They were hunted like the natives of the western plains almost six centuries ago. They are still being hunted in fact, which is why they're here. Supposedly, so Billy claims, they believe a vault exists under the old city where pre-war weapons are preserved. She doesn't believe it exists, or if it does time has turned whatever is inside into useless slag. Sadly she can't convince anyone among the survivors.

 Unfortunately all these people have for even a temporary peace is a slender hope, and with what they had already endured they will not hesitate to kill anyone and anything that stands between them and what they think will protect them from the rest of the world.

  I don't know what to tell her, so I looked to the two observers and swallowed, realizing I had even less an idea on what to tell them.. Even if what they wanted was here none knew how to open it, much less had the knowledge to use whatever was inside. Before the war everything seemed to rely on electronics and fragile devices that controlled much sturdier locks than what we're currently capable of breaking open without destroying what was on the other side.

 Seven days, that's how long they estimate till their pursuers catch up to them. I told them I didn't think I would be able to convince the others of their story or their need. Even if I could convince the rest of the town of their need they would counter with overblown doomsday fears of gholem armed with weapons that would make them masters of everything.

 As I made camp I at least could take some solace in the fact that Billy, who embraced both of the other gholem before they left, returned with me. Small comfort, but it seemed that was the best I could have.

 What do I do? I could run with Billy for the hills, pick a random direction and run since if any that survive the gholem attacks would surely be killed in the crossfire when the army regulars showed. The problem was that this is my home, and even if defending it was a hopeless cause, we had spent so much to get what we have now.

 The last thing I remembered before the pen fell from my hand was Billy's arms wrapped 'round my middle from behind and the sound of her crying.

 

 Date: 23 May

 Mood: Thoughtful

 Breakfast found Billy and I sharing a meager meal of meat and cheese supplemented by splitting the orange I'd been given. Neither of us felt like speaking. I can only guess at the night Billy had to go through, but mine consisted of too little good sleep, with what little sleep I managed interrupted by nightmares of a village torn to shreds by the mongrels of war.

 What were we to do? We do what we could, which was to try surviving the next week a day at a time. My farm was well away from the main settlement, so theoretically it would only be given a passing sweep. Then again between possible survivors looking for a place to find shelter, and the fact they would likely shoot Billy on sight I just can't see home as a place to weather this storm. Billy talked, spoke of the survivors, their hopes, their ambitions, how like us they are. She asked why they were maligned by humanity. We are both God's creatures even if her race was a product of mine.

 Stop.

 Lamenting over the situation will not change the facts that stare me in the face. It was time to break camp anyway and get going, granted at this pace we'll get back a day ahead of the deadline. Even so time is critical, particularly when I haven't the slightest clue how to keep us alive long enough for any possible future to last more than a few days.

 No you damned spiteful spirit. You would not tear my hearth and home from me. It's all I've got. I will have a home to return to. I don't' care how many times visions of returning only to find that we had been deemed 'casualties of war'. Stop with these maddening visions. I have work that needed doing.

 I felt Billy lifting me from where I'd fallen. Didn't realize how little sleep I had gotten, or how disoriented my thoughts had made me. Had to keep my mind clear and calm. I was lucky and hadn't hit any rocks, but what of next time?

 

 Mid-Day

 I called a halt when the sun reached its peak. No sense tiring Star out, and for that matter my own legs were sore from where I'd been taking turns with Billy waking beside while the other rode. Star might loath Billy's presence, but he was a well-trained horse and so tolerated her.

 More meat and cheese as the horse grazed and watered from a nearby pond outlined the high points of our mid-day rest. Billy looked concerned, can't say I cannot blame her really. She knew I wouldn't leave, just as she knew that staying all but amounted to a death sentence unless Deus reached down with His merciful hand to shelter us.

 Most of our rest is spent just holding each other's hand. There were no words in this moment, nor were there acts of Love or Passion. There was just her and I lay curled against each other, and that was enough for the both of us. We simply enjoy the contact of the other's skin. Then by unspoken agreement it ended and we had to take to the road again.

 

 Late Afternoon

 We were within sight of town. Billy said she can hear gunfire. I heard nothing and tried convincing her she was just stressed and had too much time to dwell on things. I don't believe it either, but we advance anyway. No sense in letting fear keep us here if there was something that could be done.

 Deus's Mercy. Everyone in the Hall, and many outside were dead. The survivors had kept going on about a shootout that escalated into mass hysteria as others, just arriving from patrol, thought that we had come under attack and fired blindly into the den of noise. Stupid... Stupid waste.

 

 Date: 23 May

 Mood: Unglued

 What was I supposed to say? How was I supposed to feel? I mean it seemed the moment I left some madness gripped everyone within the hall. Survivors could be found, sure, but none capable of giving any sort of account of events. All of this troubled me greatly. Arguments I could see, especially if my father announced they were sending a negotiator out. Tempers would flare, and doubtlessly a few people would pull weapons they kept despite laws against weapons in public buildings. Mass murder though? Never. I could have never thought this would happen.

 The point where this broke down was how a few people railed up by an unfavorable course of action could translate into the murder of eighty and the wounding of another thirty. Right now I'm seated at my father's desk penning my thoughts down while those trained in medicine examines the dead for possible clues.

 The only thing that came to mind was some sort of contamination in the food. Time to examine them for this or that was something we didn't have. Unless several people had half eaten out brains, or were harboring strange or things that should not be there I just could not see the Doctors being useful outside of calming the now panicked population.

 There was still my announcement unmade. I wasn't sure if I should tell the survivors or not. There was no way how they would react to that on top of what happened here. Maybe we could still weather this if we buttoned down.

 

 Hours later

 Nothing yet to neither confirm nor deny my privet theory of food poisoning induced madness, and no new cases of people turning violent so with that somewhat good news out of the way let me reiterate the bad news. Our central government was completely gone, as were a number of people who would have otherwise acted as defenders. I was still confused, I didn't know what the rest of us would do, and pacing and worrying wasn't going to fix any of it.

 What interrupted my thoughts was a rather slight gholem maid of my Father's; named China. She never seemed to make eye contact and was only inside the office for a few moments before she placed a saucer on the desk along with a glass of tea as she backed away, bowing as exited.

 Sandwiches are a good 'quick' meal, and when the meat for this sandwich is ground beef mixed with onion and peppers? OK so its more a case of meat-loaf between bread slices but you have to admit, it was satisfying. She was such a thoughtful woman. I hoped China will be all right now that father is gone. The woman practically raised me, how could I not have sympathy for her? That went double when one considered my father had a somewhat old-fashioned approach to treating gholem. To him they were to serve, be used, and treated however people wished. He tried to amend that bigoted train of thought with '...and shelter and care for them better than you would have yourself cared for', but he rarely treated China, or Gina, Jason, or any of the others better than furniture.

 I'd taken a walk; sandwich in hand, to talk to the doctors looking the bodies over. It seemed all of those that were examined had eaten the same thing, though none remains un-eaten to test they're assuming, by way of injuries and descriptions of what happened, to be some sort of fungus, possibly ergot. I don't know what either does really but apparently whoever did this stuffed it in their meatloaf. I remember that thought clearly because it had collided with thoughts of poison, madness, Death.

 I remember my sandwich fell from my hand, all appetite left me as my body began convulsing. It couldn't have been long enough for any sort of poison in the food to take hold. Once I was done voiding I promptly fainted. What happened after this was one of the odder I'd had in recent memory.

 

 Restless Dreams

 I was in a windowless door-less room. What light there was seemed to emanate from just beyond the corner of my vision, and never revealed itself no matter which way I turned. I realized I was clothed in a dull gray jumper and ill-fitting slippers. Fits I suppose, prison clothes for a prison cell. Get on with it. 

 If you insist. 

 Between eye blinks the wall in front of me went from being blank and featureless to having a simple arch in the center just wide enough for me to walk through.

 Look. 

 To my right was a painting, its colors washed out and faded, depicting a childhood scene of me as a small boy, my father, and a faceless woman. This, I suppose was meant to depict my Father's habit of having a different 'girlfriend' every few months. There, slightly behind and to the right of my father was China. Instead of her usual blank expression was one of unbridled rage, and instead of a serving tray, or tea set, or whatever, she held a knife, blade pointed downward, and aimed at the center of my father's back.

 I always had my suspicions China resented her position in our family, and she was always either evasive if I asked when other people could potentially hear her answer, or downtrodden and resigned when it was just her and I. I think she understood that I didn't follow in my father's footsteps with how I treated her or any of the other Gholem I've run across, but didn't want me acting on her behalf. Till I was in my mid twenties I could scarcely stand up to the man, and even then there were just some things I couldn't force.

 I felt my head turn to the left. Here I saw a painting of China and me, still as a child, on a nature walk. This image seemed faithful to my memories. China happy and content, one of the few times I remember her genuinely smiling and me running around whooping and in general acting the loon. OK I get it; my subconscious was trying to tell me that China was taking revenge against my father. Can we skip the walk down memory lane?

 As you wish. 

 Blink once I'm in the endless hallway of paintings. Blink twice and I'm back home reclining in my easy chair listening to Bruce Sanger and the Midnight Orchestra. China was seated by the radio mending a shirt. For several long moments we were like this, I watching her work with the silence broken only by the sounds of Nu-Swing, U-Swing, then she spoke, never looking up from her work. 

 "It doesn't matter what I say." She rocked slightly, her face showing faint traces of laugh lines around the eyes as she looked up from her work at me. "And I'm simply a product of your imagination, but for what it's worth I didn't poison your lunch Julies."

 I smiled at her. "Nana." Somehow it felt right to call her so, after all she did use the name she'd always called me by when I was a child, "Why?" she frowned slightly then I added, "I mean I know why you did this to Father, but what of everyone else?" 

 Her scowl deepened, lining her face further, "Child, if you knew what I had to endure for the past twenty years you wouldn't need to ask." I could imagine the worst, but decided not to voice my fears. When I didn't answer she continued, "Think about it Julies. I was barely fed, surrounded by people that wouldn't hesitate to put a bullet in me if I even thought about fighting back, and then there was you." she trembled, seeming to age with each word. "I kept quiet because I didn't want you to grow up resenting him."

 I reached out to put a hand on her shoulder and recoiled when I felt instead of the soft warmth of life I'd always remembered, little more than skin draped cold bones. She really was aging in front of me, and dying. "You'll wake up soon Julies, and I know that you feel that even with your father gone that you should stay." She gripped me with now skeletal hands and, even as she died she spoke. "Save yourself, take Billy with you and go. Nobody will blame you for running, for my sake and for your family name GO!” The last word died when her body dissolved into a pile of dust at my feet.

 

 Back in the Land of the Waking

 Eyes opened, I grabbed the first thing in reach, only to have my hand swatted away. I fumbled repeatedly till my vision cleared, showing China's face.

 "He's awake." China, seemingly eternally in her youth, alive and well, filling my field of view while she knelt over me. "Billy, get over here." I couldn't move, something digging into my wrists. "Lay still." She smiled at me as a mother would while comforting her child. "Shh, we'll have these off in a moment." I heard something being untied and felt whatever was digging into me loosen. "When you collapsed you started seizing, then clawing at anyone who came close before going limp. They say you'll be fine, but they wanted to know what happened while you were gone."

 I told her, in-between sips of water to get the taste and burning out of my throat, about what the Gholem that were attacking us had gone through, and their belief that under our town lay a vault of wonder weapons. She shook her head and sighed, "There's no choice then," she stated mater-of-factly, "We have to evacuate. They'll kill half the slack-jawed idiots that try putting up a fight, and then the army will kill the other half because we've seen too much.

 I felt weak, but still was strong enough to stand. I didn't like it, but both the Dream-china and the real thing were women of practicality. If she said we had to run then I wasn't going to argue with her. This was my home, and I would come back in a month or two after it'd settled down, but there was no going back if I were dead.

 Looking to Billy then to China I nodded. We had preparations to make. Well, Billy and I did, China was acting in my father's place for the time being. Unusual given the general sentiment about her kind, but everyone left knew that she knew the man's reasoning better than any of the others. So when she said that he would have wanted everyone to scatter and return come autumn they listened. This would mean we would miss out on the harvest season, but the way things were looking, it was either this or die.

 There were, of course, counter-arguments. People like me who felt they had to stay regardless of what happened. China and others that were in favor of leaving then returning made a simple and effective argument. 'You can die here a week, or twenty years from now. It is your choice. We are not abandoning this place. We're simply getting out of the way of something that will trample everyone into the ground." 

 What I most hated was that I couldn't argue against that logic. So with a heavy heart I started planning on what I could pack away on the wagon. It made sense, but most of all it came from a woman I both respected, and now resented.

 Why didn't I feel anger, or even resentment, or... Anything at China? I can't tell you, since it wasn't like me and my father hated each other. Far from it, it’s just that I can't bring myself to feel anything right now, and I knew she had her reasons, damned good ones. Still. He's my father, and I should feel something when I look into the face of his killer, yet there's nothing save for pity and regrets what should have's and could have's. I'm sorry for having done nothing China. You deserved better.

 

 Date: 27 May 

 Mood: Chipper

 It was strange. I had released all of my animals to fend for themselves, packed what can be carried by wagon, and now sit at the end of the lane looking at my house, not to see it again for another three months, if not longer. Yet despite this I feel happy. I guess this is one of those few cases of the devil you don't know being better than the one staring at you. 

 The deadline given to us by the refugees has been several days past. White sheets were hung from the flagpoles in town to signal that they could have the place without a fight. Neither side had time to spare much more than a passing look to the other on the few times that we saw them passing through. Hopefully now that they've gotten the point that we've decided to leave they will go try finding this mythic vault of whatever. Better to hope that they'll try hiding in the ruins instead. It's a big place with lots of small spots to hide for an ambush. 

 It was Billy's turn to drive, and while I should be sleeping I couldn't just yet because, to be frank, I found myself excited and unable to drift off. We're going. No we don't know where, maybe to Bristol, or Ashton. Both were reasonably close, and I've been to both before. OK I've been to each only once, but that should count for something shouldn't it?

 It seemed we weren't the only ones that had let livestock loose. Plenty of grass between here and there, and hopefully they would have sense enough to stay where it's familiar. A few seemed to have banded together to drive their collective herds along, which made sense. It was slower going, but they would have something to sell once they got wherever they were headed.

 Just the creak of leather shocks and the steady clop clip of hooves to marked the time. Seemed I forgot to wind my watch and frankly it just didn't seem important right then. I liked it, it's different for me to not have to worry about when things were happening and just drift. Pity the radio wouldn't work in here, no power and all that. Music would be nice right now, just me, my friend, the open road and no place in particular to be for the summer. That was an overly simplistic sentiment, but could you blame me for trying to look on the bright side of this mess? It sure beat crying my eyes out wondering what we were to do with ourselves.

 

I know its rude to read someone else's journal and even worse to write in it, but Julian's driving and frankly I'm booooooored. Just me, nothing in here to read because all the other books are packed up, and- Wait a tick. What's over there? Just Jenny's two kids trying to make a little fun for themselves, nothing to get worried over there. Never understood her, but she's got a nice attitude, and manages to pull off the 'just climbed out of a plane' look oh so well. Got to respect that, even if I do think the scarf's a bit much.

Anyway I've flipped through here and come to the conclusion, Julian, that you're too damned apologetic in your prose. This is a journal, snapshots of somebody's life. It's supposed to be messy for God's sake! Stop thinking about how it’s going to look and just let your thoughts roll. If you're so concerned about appearances you can always rewrite the thing later. I'm going to sleep.

 

 Due to this last entry Billy made, I ended up finally deciding that we should speak instead of snipe via my journal. I'm running out of paper, and it would be faster this way. "Billy, it’s simply how I write. Let well enough alone and eventually one way or another it'll work out. Besides, if I wrote like you then nobody could tell us apart. While I'm sure that would be amusing, it'd get annoying. Why were we playing word tag with my book anyway? There's maybe five feet at most between the two of us."

 "Because, 'Julies'," There was a sigh from the driver's seat, "when I'm driving you're snoring, or I'm too busy trying to make the horses mind me to listen to what you have to say, and when you're driving you're usually too focused on the road to talk. I don't have anything better to do back here anyway." Billy stuck her tongue out at me before looking back to the road to avoid the larger ruts that had been playing hell with the buggy's wheels.

 "Why not try drawing? It takes time and concentration, plus you know I'm not terribly picky, so don't worry about how it comes out." I knew I sounded whiney, and tired, partially because we had been on the road for the past six hours, and I simply was not used to being bounced about so much. I wrote my apologies here, even though I didn't voice them aloud.

 "My 'drawings' are even worse than yours!" Despite the tone in her voice Billy didn't even bother turning from watching the road to glare at me. "That and this buggy keeps bouncing about. You'd think they put holes in the road just to aggravate us. Right now I'm driving, but even if I weren't I still wouldn't be able to draw so much as a stick figure. Besides you know how I get when I'm aggravated."

 I shuddered without realizing it. The last time I had the pleasure of experiencing Billy irritated ended with me dodging her for the whole week while trying to find ways to keep her from beating everyone she came across senseless and destroying half the house in the process. It's a rare thing, and I'm glad for it, because her temper was one of the things my father, Deus forgive him for his sins and grant him leniency, cited as why gholem and men were not made equal.

 

 Nightfall

 Sunset brought an end to our trip for the day. Billy tethered the horses while I made a meal out of the things from the ice chest so we could save the canned things and preserves for later if at all possible. What we brought isn't enough food to keep us for more than a couple weeks at best, but no sense squandering what's there, right? Steak and eggs are on the menu tonight. Mmm, Breakfast at dinnertime.

 Billy lay beside me, and poked the coals idly while she waited, "What will we do when we get there?" Her hand fished out a roll of bills from one of the boots I'd taken off once camp was made. Reasonable question I guess, but she doesn't stop. "I've never seen you carry much money on you, and between everyone else that's gotten the same idea we have I'm sure if anyone's hiring we'll have to compete for anything meaningful." She watched me turn the eggs. "Sure I could get a job as a bodyguard, or a bouncer, but what about you?"

 I sighed, setting one egg on my plate, one on Billy's; this followed by the two steaks, again, one for each of us. "I've never really thought about it. Father made sure I had a good education, even if I didn't take any higher learning. Maybe somebody needs a farm hand if nothing else." Billy scowled at me, "No I'm serious, if there's nothing in town, and there's usually work to be had around somebody's farm. Usually pays in what they've got rather than money," I set the teakettle and its little stand on the coals to heat the water up. "It isn't like we weren't going to buy those sorts of things anyhow, so why not just cut out the middle man?"

 Our conversation was interrupted by first the food, then the soft hiss of the kettle as the water rose to a boil. Tea was as good a drink as many others, and far better than getting drunk of spirits, though Billy's constantly getting onto me for making it too sweet. What could I say? Sweet tea was a weakness of mine.

 After I'd finished cleaning our dishes off, which primarily consisted of wiping them down and stowing them in separate from the rest to be properly washed later, I noticed Billy had managed to dig one of her books out. I had never understood why she likes romance as a genre. The plots always struck me as a bit flimsy at best, and at worst an excuse for someone to waste paper with indecent doings. Billy tossed a slightly barbed reply to my musings back at me, "And yet it’s perfectly OK to detail every scream and cry for help of someone as they're torn limb from limb? I smell a double standard here." To each their own, I suppose. It forestalled any further talk of what we would do once we got there. This suited me just fine because I honestly had not one clue how to respond.

 

 Date: 28 May

 Mood: Perky

 On the road again, I felt good, Billy seemed to be in better spirits after last night. Perhaps this was because before we started I had helped her get a few of her books out to occupy her time when it wasn’t her turn driving. With luck, we would be in Ashton by lunchtime, Supper if we're not. I've a song in my heart, money in my pocket, and a wonderful lass by my side. The future is a chancy thing, but for the moment I was doing just fine. I would let tomorrow worry about itself; the world wouldn’t end if I relaxed a little.

 While I'd been here before, Ashton was unfamiliar to both of us. Still, the basics were the same here as well as home. We managed to find lodging for the horses and ourselves for the next week easily enough. Granted it cost most of our remaining money, but not having to worry about where we're going to sleep takes a burden off my mind before it had a chance to become more than a slight concern. Billy too seemed to be more at ease now that we had a home, even if it was temporary. "Tomorrow can wait for itself," she told me, "for the moment I'm just happy to have a bed." 

 Even though the sentiment was something I could agree on, my mind just wouldn't let me sit and take the remainder of the day off. Even after I had seen to the disposition of our things, which cost yet more money, and watched the horses get settled in I felt restless. While the stable hands were paid to do this, it was still my responsibility to make sure my animals were taken care of. To help deal with my restlessness I decided I needed to head into town to see what could be seen, and hopefully find work in the process.

 

 Dusk

 This many people in one area, and nobody would hire. I frankly couldn't bring myself to believe this was the case. I'd always been told that there was always work if you were willing to look for it. Maybe it's the fact that I was still tired from the ride and my head was too fuzzed to see opportunity spitting me in the face. Maybe it was the fact that word of Belleberg's overall situation filtered through and the locals were reluctant to help, fearing reprisals. Whatever, their squeamishness was only another obstacle that I would to have to work around.

 Why not just go back to Morrison? As I said at the start of this account the two communities were practically conjoined, or at least most felt it wasn't far enough to run if any want to chase after us. That and most of Morrison had fled too.

 Billy, I'm giving you permission to use this journal to write of your own prowling tonight while I catch up on my sleep.

 

Seems this place perks up rather nicely at night. Not only did all the boarded up looking buildings show their true colors, but also a few of the more interesting street vendors have come out to cater to the more adventurous, or is it unsavory, sort of customer. One of the benefits of being what I am, I suppose, is that they automatically assume either I’m on somebody else's business, or looking for a rougher sort than most 'decent' people would admit to. I'm not sure how to take that really, I know it’s biased and shows I'll probably get treated much the same as I did when I first showed up under Julian's roof.

Oh well, not much I can do about how I'm seen except to give it time. Until then there is work that needs to be found, and while I don't like much of what's being sold on its own merits, it does provide an opportunity for me. Though I'm sure Julian will disapprove of my acting as a door 'man' for any of these places he will, hopefully, understand that I'm doing what I can. He'll find out about this only after it's too late for me to back out, which will only leave him resentful that I didn't consult him first. 

He worries about me, which I suppose I should be grateful for, but sometimes it's more a headache to deal with than if he just trusted my judgment. Before the day is out, he’ll decide that what’s done is done so best to work with what’s there. Love that about him really, he seems to take much in stride no matter how much whining he'll do at the onset, though he does bring up a few things at the oddest of moments.

Dawn approaches and I need a nap. Please don't wake me up, I've been yelled at enough by too many people tonight. On the bright side, I managed to get five dollars for the hour I put in helping diffuse a scuffle that the resident help was having problems with. I'm not sure if they resent me or are grateful I dropped by. 

Hope they won't be violent about it, since both of 'em look like the 'could crush a man's skull in their hands' types, and I hate fights when the only way it'll end is with somebody not coming home. 

Please Julian. Take a few minutes to think before doing anything drastic like, say, pouring a pitcher of water on me. I'm tired, sore, and if you do that, I might end up breaking the thing over your head. For your own good let me be.

 

 Date: 29 May

 Mood: Quirky

 After I read Billy's account of last night I debated on dousing her with cold water anyway just to get the point across that I didn't like her doing anything without the both of us discussing it beforehand. Then I saw the bruises on her face and where her nightshirt had shifted to show parts of her stomach. Seemed that fight she mentioned in passing wasn't so minor a scuffle after all, and she got a job, which was more than I could say for myself. So Billy lay sleeping, un-drenched, while I prepared for my own job hunt.

 The first order of business, however, was breakfast, and we were out of the things needed for what I considered a proper first meal. I had spotted a diner across the street before we checked in, which is a good thing because what I want is a hot meal, and I do believe coffee will hit the spot quite nicely. Now then, what to wear? Navy trousers, dark gray waistcoat and navy jacket, or black trousers and jacket with dark green pin stripes and a deep green jacket? The latter I suppose, besides I'd gotten a new fedora last month that goes with the black outfit. Tie... Tie, hello tiiiiieee, where are you? Aaaah there we are. It's just a clip on, but it helps complete the outfit. 

 Now that I made myself presentable, it was time for me to find breakfast. Coffee looks a bit steep, half-dollar for the coffee and, wait, that can't be right. THIS is what I got for a half-dollar? No, damned you people I don't care if I'm making a scene. 

 Calm. Nothing good would come from shouting. So instead of making a spectacle, no matter how much immediate gratification it would give me, I calmly asked the waitress that brought this astoundingly tiny thimble of coffee if they had somehow mixed up my order with somebody else's. I had asked for a, pardon me, 'tall' coffee.  

 Well it seemed that in this coffee house tall is their smallest size, with the portion I was more accustomed to being the 'Grandé', and costing a dollar more. She was quite polite in explaining this to me, and even offered to correct my oversight if I'd pay the difference, which I did. I may feel like this place was gouging, but I literally need my coffee in the morning else I can't focus until well after noon and would be snappish and bitter the whole time. 

 Perhaps the level of service I had gotten was because I was an obvious first-time customer and they wished to make a good impression. Perhaps it was part of their standard service, which would have gone a long way towards explaining the prices I had seen on the menu. I was given the morning edition of the paper and asked if there were any records, I would like to be put in rotation once the queue cleared.

 Well, if they offered I wasn't about to turn them down. After being repeatedly assured that this was a complementary for being a paying customer I accepted the offered paper and asked if they had Johnny Twelve: From Home to the Stars and Back again. To my utter amazement, they had the record I’d been scouring and pestering the local record shops, mail order services, traveling merchants, and pretty much anyone I felt could direct me to a copy for the past six years over. It had been on my 'to listen to' list for the better part of a decade, so this turn of events has more than made up for the earlier discomfort about their pricing. 

 Now then, with coffee in hand and paper by my side I set about searching both the help wanted and commerce sections. Sadly, they apparently didn't serve plain black coffee here, so I ordered French vanilla. While the rest of my breakfast was being prepared, I hummed to whatever was in rotation at that moment. To my dismay most of these positions appeared to be desk jobs, not that I couldn't take dictation, as the pages before you hopefully proves, I take pride in my literacy and deftness with a pen. It was just that I would rather take a more active position if at all possible. Even as I mentally sorted these to the bottom of my list I noted several stores in need of some sort of help or another. These I shuffled higher on my list.

 

 I suppose there are some of you out there that are wondering why I would take menial labor over what would presumably be work that involves less physical exertion, higher pay, and presumably other benefits due to the job itself. Its been my experience that most of the buildings these clerks are shoe-horned in have poor ventilation, are generally smoke filled due to the majority of the workforce taking the edge off their stress by smoking. 

 Add to this discomfort by a boss that breaths down your neck every half hour about a project deadline, to shove more work down your throat, or to inform you that somebody else isn't in and you have to pick up their slack. Now do you begin to get the idea why I don't like desk jobs? It's simply not worth the stress involved. Working a register, however, is something I have absolutely no problems with, and there are several such positions open it seems.

 There's my food, bacon, eggs, two biscuits, and a little gravy to dip, or drizzle, or whatever. Three dollars seemed steep, but consider that by this time the record I asked for has started playing, the crossword lay before me even though it has a note scribbled in the margin asking that patrons not work the crossword on the paper itself as well as a spare sheet of paper as well as a pen, presumably to serve as a placeholder, I was satisfied I was getting my money's worth. 

 Small pleasures these may have been, but if one didn't stop to enjoy the simple things life gives you and seek only to enjoy the grander aspects of living, then your life would be filled with many disappointments and few rewards. Trust me, I had seen people go down that road and I rather enjoy my approach better, its allowed me to curtail much of the anger and frustration in the world, though that doesn't mean I wouldn't be annoyed at what life throws at me, such as the bill. Three dollars. Deus and Deities this is one of the most expensive meals I've eaten in a good long time.

 

 On the Prowl

 The first place I went to seemed to have already found someone to work the register, though it seemed they were still searching for someone to stack the shelves. I politely told them that if nothing else came up I would be back to see if they're still in need. Not that this work was beneath me, but I would rather try out my other options before returning here, after all it was a rather steep drop in pay and an equally steep increase in the amount of labor for that pay. Before I left I heard compliments from both the lady that owned the store as well as the boy at the register about my suit. Father would have been proud, as he had always taught that the impression made by a good suit and polite manners can win anyone over in time.

 The next place I went to had a similar situation, save that it was the manager's son that worked the register, quite badly by the looks of things. While they were polite, they were far less so than the first place I'd gone. As I walked I debated on if I should go back or not, and decided it would be better if I didn't unless there literally were no other options. On the way I ran into, almost literally, a familiar face.

 "Jenny?" Of all the places she could've gone she had to be here. I was somewhat amused by this as I made sure the olive skinned happy-go-lucky walking oddity was undamaged. "What brings you here?"

 She chuckled, and then readjusted her scarf. "Same thing you are I suppose. I'm looking for work." Ah, of course, the activity of the day. "I had thought to see if any of the theaters here were interested in hiring me on for the summer. You?"

 "Er- looking to see if any of the stores here need a pair of hands." It didn't sound nearly as grand as what she wished, but then again while I was a fan of performance, prior experience has taught me that I was ill suited to be anything other than a spectator, or perhaps somebody working back stage to ensure everything went smoothly.

 Jenny's face brightened then, without permission or warning, she grabbed my right hand. "I know just the place!" Despite having a somewhat longer stride than her I felt hard-pressed to keep up as Jenny drug/led me to a knickknack's shop that'd somehow been shoe-horned in between clothing stores. "Well, what're you waiting for? They're looking for help, and you've told me you like working with kids, and you're good with numbers." To emphasize her assertion I should go she gave me a gentle, but quite firm, shove towards the building in question.

 It seemed as soon as this was done she was gone again. How she disappears, seemingly at a whim, I haven't the faintest clue. Its somewhat eerie, and more than a little disturbing, but she's a kind soul. She was also one of the few others that had openly supported my choice to take Billy in. If she thought this place was somewhere I should go, then who was I to argue, especially since she wasn't there to argue with.

 

 Date 4 June

 Mood: Nervous 

 The interview itself seemed to be of little consequence when compared to the store itself. All manner of items were crammed in bins, stacked on shelves, or were arranged on tables. The displays themselves seemed rather haphazardly created, as if a school-room full of children had recently just been told to put everything away before scurrying off to lessons. How anyone could make sense of this, much less enforce it?

 The answer seemed to pop into existence just behind me as a youngish looking woman walked in, and almost as if by magic, a short fellow garbed all in green and surmounted by an equally green top hat bowed to her, introduced himself as 'the spirit of giving' then started leading her around, asking the bewildered woman questions in rapid succession. Then, almost without any warning at all they stopped at a particular display before the woman's face lit up like a room full of arch lamps. 'It's perfect!' she exclaimed. A whole army of metal solders was just what her two boys had asked for, apparently, and with so many they wouldn't have to fight over who got to play with what. 

 The diminutive salesman pulled a bag out of his coat sleeve with a flourish and helped her gather the diminutive men before both headed towards the register, which happened to be where I was standing. Both seemed to take my presence as a manner of course and seemed to expect me to ring the lady's purchase up.

 "What," I begin as I scanned the layout of this particular register. "Is the total ...uh…? Sir?" I looked to the emerald clad dwarf. I suppose leprechaun would have been more appropriate, but that had always brought to my mind maniacal tricksters no bigger than your thumb willing to fleece you for everything you had, and this man seemed just the exact opposite. He held up five fingers on his left hand, made two fists, held up eight fingers, then three before nodding, all this done behind the woman's back. Odd, but I attempted to run with it.

 "Five eighty three ma'am." she handed me six dollars, which I quickly made change for before ringing up the sale and writing a recipe with one of the little squares of paper stacked to the left of the register, presumably for that exact purpose. She practically beamed at me as I tipped my hat to her before she left.

 "A fine job lad." the dwarfish fellow nodded approvingly at me. "Quick wit, polite, and a snappy dresser." He plucked at the hem of my coat, "Why we even match." His grin broadened, letting my coat go to thrust a hand towards me, which I gripped before we let go. "Michael Anderson, but for those that come through the door I'm Finn." He took a step back and bowed deeply, making a sweeping gesture with his top hat. "Finny McCullough, purveyor of amusements for the young and young at heart at your service Mister..."

 "Julian Guy Fawkes the Third, or Julies if you prefer." I doffed my hat to the man. A little whimsy to lighten the mood, clever. It was also rather fitting to his personality it seemed, and I would later learn one of the reasons his store did so well.

 

 I couldn't wait to tell Billy. She'd love this place. When I brought the subject of Gholem up Finn waved his hand dismissively, "Fah, they've had a bad deal since the day they were put on this earth. So long as they behave and show the other customers and employees respect I'll treat 'em the same as everyone else." Good! I was worried I'd found a boss that had a wonderful sense of absurdity, charming attitude, and would have to find other work due to prejudices. Bless Jenny for her wonderfully good judge of character.

 

 Evening

 I didn't return to the hotel till dusk, as more customers had shuffled through off and on for the rest of the day. This had the effect of keeping me rather busy, and thankfully Finn was there to pick up on the slips I'd inevitably made. I had yet to learn the systems he'd had in place for pricing, organization, or any of that but judging by how he reacted between customers he thought I did well enough to be kept on. It was, on the whole, a good day. Now it was time to give Billy the good news.

 "Billy?" I knocked twice before using my key to unlock the door.

 After calling again I heard from the other side, "Just a minute!" then after several such minutes passed, "Alright come in." I saw Billy in a dark jump-suit, stout boots, and thick gloves. She must have seen my puzzled expression, as that was the same outfit she wore the day I found her, though the insignia had been removed and it had been died a deep blue instead of its original olive drab. "It's for my new job. They warned me things might get hairy, and these are the toughest clothes I have with me." This was true, since the fibers themselves seemed quite capable of resisting any attempt to cut or rend, which would doubtlessly be quite useful. 

 I embraced her where we stood, then after another quick squeeze I let her go. "Just promise me you'll take care of yourself."

 "I will Julies." She lightly ruffled my hair. "I will." With that she was gone. I had hoped this wouldn't be our new routine. Sadly we saw very little of each other for the next month as we each got used to how things work here. I had decided to omit the doings of this time as they are, by and large, dull and rather routine matters that mostly consisted of each of us adjusting, and my briefly being woken at sunrise each morning as Billy curled around me. It wasn't much, I suppose, and left much to be desired. However the two of us were doing a fair sight better than many people out in the world, so I'd no reason to complain.

 

 August 12

 Mood: Thoughtful

 After many discussions, arguments, softer words spoken after those arguments, and sounding each-other out Billy and I had decided not to go back. We were hardly alone in wanting to stay; many others either had found what they feel were better lives here, had nothing back home to rebuild, or had gotten meshed with a local that has convinced them to stay. My family no-longer lived there, and the farm was more a hobby of mine than an attempt at putting the land to work. So I saw no problems in leaving it, title as well as whatever was still there, to the Kent family. They would make the place more productive than I ever have, or at least they'd try.

 It had been an interesting summer; more because of how matters had gone between Billy and myself than the change in surroundings. First and foremost was on keeping the jobs we had each gotten shortly after moving. With that taken care of as best as possible our attention then focused on finding a more permanent home than where we were initially renting from. This involved searching for an apartment which would take Billy in, and sadly once most found out my domestic arrangements they, more often than not, slammed the door in my face. Pittbulls and mules had nothing on my stubbornness, and now I had sunk my teeth into what I wanted there was no stopping me from eventually getting my way.

 After that it was on to take care of the horses and finding space for our belongings that weren't moved into our new apartment. Lastly we both had eventually found ways to get about town approached by beggars, muggers, or other folk who are interested in selling things I don't wish to buy ('No Sir, while I thank you for the offer I'm not interested in buying Clinton's Pants or Monica's dress. However if you're interested you and the man offering to sell Cheney’s Shotgun or Swartzineger's Sword could start a corner side exhibit of artifacts.") Street side hustlers were a trivial matter though, especially when compared to the costs of daily living, food, and transportation within city limits.

 Even with all these issues that needed tending to I enjoyed what time I had that wasn’t taken up by juggling expenses, work by taking on several things I had always wanted if given the chance. I wouldn't complain too loudly though since the work itself has been quite entertaining thanks to Finn's lively attitude as well as the general habit of customers to play towards the little fantasy he spun for them. Despite the occasional bruising Billy received, which she insists that its just a case of unruly customers that don’t want to leave peacefully, she seemed satisfied with her work. Always she would tell me, if I asked why she liked it so, 'It lets me be aggressive while getting paid for it." I guess job satisfaction has been enough reason to stay there. I don’t know, and wouldn't pretend to do more than respect her judgment and be happy she enjoys herself.

 

 On the subject of things I like doing in my downtime

 I had, by mid July, found a local Civilian Wireless chapter. Nice bunch of people, though they get more than a bit up in arms if anyone tries fiddling with their equipment. Couldn't really blame them I guess. Those things are expensive and hard to replace. Plus it isn't like I had land enough for a proper antenna, and local building ordinances, not to mention my landlady's general temperament, made the idea of making my own little setup at home unworkable. I had been taking lessons every Monday and Thursday for the past month; plus papers on theory and practical knowledge they allowed me to carry home between sessions. The whole thing wasn't free to join, but as I said, the equipment they keep is costly and everybody chips in however they're able.

 Pity Billy mostly only had seen it as an expense we don't need. I guess she's right that it's something I could do without, but till the matter of my getting thrown out of the local library is settled this represented the least expensive means of branching out that I could find that wouldn't involve learning how to crack people's heads open in some form or another. She has generally kept her complaining to a low grumble, mostly because I had brought up her mooning over the airships that come and go. Yes they're lovely things, but they wouldn't hire just anybody, and the skills needed by even the lowest deckhand costs a great deal more to learn than my wireless hobby.

 No we shouldn't bicker and blackmail each-other. I know this as well as she does, and I hope this isn't going turn into a habit. Hopefully we can sit down and talk things out in more polite terms, preferably without digging at each-other's dim spots. We have each done things that the other doesn't find appealing. Relationships are full of these things. No need to start fights on either side.

 In happier news Finn's gotten in touch with several local craftsmen, toy-makers, and apparently somebody that had good at making joke items; drinking glasses that look like they're covered in flies and filth but were perfectly clean, radios that looked like they smashed in but worked great, hats and other clothes that made people think the wearer had something run through them. These things were the sort my father would have called crude and tasteless, but I’ll admit I got a chuckle out of them now and then. Besides, they always sold well.

 

 August 15

 Mood: Annoyed

 I've been issued a summons over the problem of what happened at the library. Hopefully it won't be too costly if the Arbiter doesn't agree with my side of the story.

 

 After

 I had been fined the cost of repairs via bi-weekly payments. I don't like it, and Billy would either give me grief, or growl over how unfair of them this is, but the ruling is final. I had to pay, else a less unobtrusive punishment would be found. It was an inevitable ruling, but I still felt cheated. It wasn't my fault, and the only reason, as I see it, that I'm the only one punished, is that there's some sort of back-room politicking going on.

 I know it's pointless and self defeating to continue hounding after the issue now that a ruling had been made. It's. It's just monumentally unfair feeling. I suppose at the very least they had decided to let me back in, there's a number of books I had wanted to look through. It could be worse, yes. I could have been made to pay damages and still be barred from going there. I have, for the past few hours, been repeating that to myself till I believe it.

 Finn took me out for drinks after work. Nothing odd in of itself really, we're friends after all. The problem was that none of the local bars, clubs, or other normal places seemed to fit. The music was too loud, they played that horrid Fuzz Funk that sets my teeth on edge, or I was constantly set upon by what my Father called 'low women'. Seriously. It's 337, not the 'teens for Deus sake. Even if you wouldn't play current music at least have the decency to play good music instead of this tasteless disposable garbage. 

 It was there that I first heard the rumors. People whispered once they think I'm out of earshot, or before they realize I could hear them generally annoy me and I let what they were talking about go in one ear then out the other, because most if it was useless, or worse than useless. That night, though, I didn't. Unfortunately these were the sort of tall tale that was too tall to be entirely spit in the wind.

 If, and I stress that word, even a quarter of what I heard that night was to be believed then the Gholem settlement in Belleberg had gotten wiped out. Sad, but expected. The fantastic part somehow involves the army regulars staying, shipping in archaeologists, and other assorted things that differ with each telling, to get at what the Gholem diggers had found.

 Not sure how I felt there since that potentially validates their hopes of something having once existed there under the surface. It didn't do them much good, and if true this raised questions on what they had done with the people that tried to go back to resettle. It had to be a case of somebody stretching the truth; maybe they found a vault of gold or precious stones. That has been known to happen before; though generally the 'treasure' is bound in the memories of long dead machines, but there had been impressive finds over the years.

 Still, the news that Billy's friends had either been killed or enslaved hurt. Billy was going to be upset, and I didn't know what could be done about any of it. Yes I was, and still am, one of those people that feel responsible for bad things happening due to not being able to stop any of it. Sure I'm just one person, but all it takes is one in a key position to get the ball rolling. Maybe we would go see what's gone on next month; now was a busy time for both of us.

 What was the time is it? Eight? Felt later than that, much later. Ended the night there with an excuse before I made a beeline for my home. The only thing that had passed for decent there had been the drinks, no matter what Finn had said. I had, and would continue to, attempt to convince Finn that there were better places for him to soak at.

 

 “Billy?" I saw her in, of all things, a dress. She never wore dresses, though this one seemed flattering to me. My breath caught when I saw her wear the thing. "Call a priest. We've got the first sign of the end of the world!" Billy turned and punched me, lightly, in the chest.

 After I stopped laughing long enough to regain my breath I shifted to a more serious tone. "I got back from the Judge, and I owe a hundred dollars." She didn't need to speak for me to know how unhappy that made her. That wouldn't be easy money and it would be made worse due to interest over time. "Only five percent interest. They wanted twelve, but the judge would hear none of it."

 She smoothed unseen wrinkles from her dress and was in the middle of brushing her hair when she spoke. "Praise Deus for small favors." Bitter and heavy tone, I must have forgotten something. "Well?" She turned to give me a hard look, "You aren’t going to go out in that are you?"

 Wait. What day was it? Oh.... I'll spare this journal the specifics of my horrified train of thought at forgetting.

 Some of that must have shown on my face, because she reached over to tousle my hair. "Just get dressed Julies. I'll wait till we get back to beat you senseless." She smiled that slow smile that promised I wouldn't forget the anniversary of her moving in with me again, and that I might like what she would use as a reminder.

 No time to dig my best suit out from the trunk I'd left it in. Just hope she liked the double breasted White I took from my father's things before we left. Brown jacket and pants, brown vest with dark green and orange embroidery over a beige shirt and a solid green tie. Shoes, no couldn't go with black. Brown would work, it was only a few shades off from the suit color but they would have to do. No fedora for this suit, but I had a bowler that matched nicely.  

 Could have done better, but like I said. The suit I usually wore for formal occasions was buried in a trunk and would have been too wrinkled to just throw on.

 Billy's approval was in the form of a shoulder squeeze and letting me hold the door for her.

 We went, just the two of us, to see Lincoln in London; a four act drama about the trials of living in post-collapse London in the form of one Sam Lincoln stumbling on a plot to overthrow the restored monarchy. I saw Jenny as well as a few other familiar faces on stage, and overall the production value had been good enough that our formal wear didn't look out of place in the crowd. There were just enough touches of humor that kept the whole thing from being a too-depressing-to-care-about bore; plus they had these little peanut oatmeal brownies that I'd grown quite fond of in the snack selection during intermission. 

 After we left the theater it was past midnight, and though we both had work the next day we stayed out long enough for me to buy her a suitable gift. I made (ha!) her go home and wait for me to bring it to her, and though I would have liked to see the tailor she had taken her clothes to be altered for a few wearables she would have liked, and that I would've like to see on her, I had to settle for what was open this late. I liked this woodcut I had found of two men armed with swords in mid-swing. It was stark, beautiful, and violent. She would love it.

 When I got home and showed it to her I found out I was right and she was thoroughly enchanted by it. There was more that we did to commemorate the occasion, but some things were best left unwritten.

 

 Date: August 27

 Mood: Pleased

 Work was good, made double our break-even for the day before lunch on account of an elderly couple that wanted to get their Christmas shopping for the grand-kids out of the way and a gaggle of kids on a school outing to see how a store operates. Days like this were good because they usually meant I could take most of the afternoon off, and I wanted to get a few things done.

 

 Good, allowed to leave. Checked the dress maker since they had opened, caught up on bills, and for once spent a little quiet time at home. I keep wanting that now, but what if business dries up? Shouldn't long too hard for less work, else I won't get enough to pay the bills. I'd keep that in mind next time I had to work over and come home to an upset lady.

 More rumors while I'm out. Some said Belleberg's been turned into a crater, others that pre-fall weapons had been discovered. I still cling to my idea that it was just a vault of gold, or maybe well preserved curiosities, and nothing more. I hoped I was right, but I wanted to bring the subject up at dinner anyway to see what Billy thought.

 

 Dinner

 After eating I asked Billy if she had heard the rumors floating around about what happened after we left. She had, and like myself she believed they were too large to be believed at face value. Unlike me, however, she felt that we had to go have a look on the basis that they were too big to not be dismissed out of hand. Sure I had gotten curious, but what I expected to find when we got there was an armed encampment, possibly with people searching through the bits of Old Things found laying around or dug up. Billy believed much the same, but insisted we start planning anyway. 

 There's also the off chance a few of the Gholem were still alive, and if they could be gotten away from there that would have made the trip worth the effort. Wait. Rescue from a heavily armed group of men that wouldn't hesitate to use lethal force on any trespasser? No I didn't like the thought, but now that the idea that there might have been survivors had entered my head I couldn't just wave it off and go about my business.

 We planned for the rest of the evening even as we went about more mundane business that needed tending to. What if they had Gholem acting as night watch? What about waiting till new moon? What did we do if there really were captives? Too many questions and not enough information to go on, but we planned anyway. Through her, my father's maid, and several others I had gotten to see their race as equals that should have been respected and treated as we wish to be treated. Billy, well if by this point I need elaborating on why she would have cared then I doubt any more words will have convinced you. Her reasons were obvious, and I was grateful that the plans she offered up included me in the thick of things instead of being left on the side doing menial work. Then again you use what tools you had on hand instead of wishing for what wasn't there.

 Such talk was interrupted by a knock at the door. I hadn't ever paid too much attention to the work needed for woman’s clothing, but I'd never seen Billy get any of her clothes the day an order was put in, much less when that order was put in that afternoon. I raised an eyebrow at the delivery lady but said nothing. Billy smiled and waved her in, "Just... Put it over there Gina." Gina, of no relation to my father's servant by the same name, did so then was stopped partway through the door.

 "Miss, what about?" She inclined her head towards me. "Is it safe to talk around him?" Billy nodded. Curiosity overrode anything else I felt about what the situation might have been.

 "I know your sister hasn't been heard from." Billy's voice was soft as she eased the girl, slender by human standards, positively waif-like by Gholem, back into our apartment. "Julies and I were going to go on our own but if you can find a few others," her words trailed off. The girl's eyes went wide, the request was a bit out of the blue after all, at least to me it had seemed spur of the moment. "No hear me out." Gina waited and said nothing. "Nobody's going to suspect their seamstress or her workers, and because you deliver for most of the city." She held her hands out as if they were balancing scales. "It would give anything we decide on a better chance of working if we have backup."

 "But miss," Gina had an odd slurring accent. Hm, Madam Devarough's School for Obedience, a few of my father's friends used that place, and everyone that I know of that went thorough ended up having that same slur. "If several hundred could not hold them off, what would a handful hope to accomplish?" 

 Billy patted the girl's arm gently. "You let us worry about the specifics. Just give them the message I'm about to make you memorize." She didn't have to say it, but there was an implied 'tell only those you can trust to keep their mouths shut. Does no good to try being sneaky when half the people you hope to take along tell every Mike, Jon, and Sue they meet. Especially if those ears belong to a leash holder that could send warning about what we're up to." At least to me there had been that implied keep quiet to her voice, but Gina might have missed it. 

 When Billy finally let the girl go I signed for her to stop. I feel bad taking advantage of conditioned behavior, but I didn't think I could get her attention any other way. "Take this." I pressed a roll of bills into Gina's hands. "And please, our door is always open if you're able to visit, and if not, Billy is good at getting in and out of places without being seen." She dipped her head to me before running off.

 "What the hell was that?" Billy's hand stopped just short of my face. I hadn't realized she'd covered the space between where she was sitting and where I was standing till that moment. She was definitely angry, and likely made more-so by the confused look on my face. "Don't look at me like that. You know she's going to take your invitation as a short step below you telling her what you want her to do."

 I sighed softly, realizing that anything from my mouth would have been taken just short of an order, "You're right." All the others from that particular school were so cowed that they almost had no will of their own, at least where humans were concerned. "Just, y'know, maybe it'll help her to spend time with other people." Billy still frowned. I could have pointed out that her giving the girl a long list of instructions was even worse than what I had done. I could have pointed out that with how I had treated Billy she would have seen any requests from her as good as having come from me. Of course both things would have only made the argument last longer. So I held my tongue and called it a night.

 At some point after Billy had changed, crawled in bed with me and squeezed my arm. "It wasn't right to snap at you." I mumbled something I couldn't recall save only that she seemed reassured.

 

 August 28

 Mood: Drained

 I had asked Finn if I could take a week off. He asked why, which brought me to a bit of a squirrelly point in our friendship. On the one hand he struck me as a good person, even if he liked his drink and women a little much for my taste. This, however, was too big, and too damning to tell even in part if I couldn't be absolutely sure he would have kept his mouth shut. 

 I told him only that I had friends back home that were having problems and need a couple extra hands that knew the farm and animals. Reasonable enough, and not too far from the truth. He was skeptical, but agreed. I hoped when I got back he wouldn't have replaced me.

 After this was done I made sure rent would be paid for the next month then had gotten the general need to have things for what we had in mind. I couldn't buy everything at once even if the money were available. Well I suppose I could, but I had started to feel paranoid, especially since Billy and I hadn't spoken since I'd left the apartment that morning. What if she had problems with Gina speaking to the wrong person? What if, forget it. Either we hadn't been found out, or we have. Our plans couldn't change either way so quit worrying.

 Time. Time, it wasn't dark yet, but it had gotten closer. I let my watch run down. Time to head home with what I picked up and wondered what kind of luck Billy has had.

 As it turned out we had two people going with us; a woman by the name of Sara and 'her' gholem Jak. I was tempted to turn them away if she's going to treat Jak like property, but Billy had talked me into letting them come along. Sara knew enough to make things problematic if we didn't keep an eye on her, and even if I didn't like her views she at least saw what happened to the refugees as having crossed too many lines. Of course for her it's something along the lines of how I would have reacted to a herd of horses being killed for no other reason than 'because', so I'd resolved to say as little to her as possible. I didn't trust myself to remain civil otherwise.

 Jak; I wasn't sure what to make of him really. On the one hand he generally deferred to what Sara asked of him, and seemed to feel that their relationship and his place in it was proper, but, in his own words, "Everyone should get to choose whether or not they want my kind of life instead of it being forced on 'em." Couldn't say I understand why he liked being treated as he was, but he seemed happy about his lot in life. Even though Sara and I disagreed on the rightness of it, she did appear to treat him well.

 

Assets

Dried goods that should keep us fed for about a few weeks if we're careful about rationing it.

Six horses. Two are possibly sick with something, so cut that down to four horses. Have sent word for a vet to see to both while we're gone. Going to hate the bill.

Two tents. Rope, Cooking utensils, cookware, rope, fasteners, stakes, more rope, and a couple mallets for hammering stakes in. Sara, thankfully, has a habit of going out once or twice a month and camping for a weekend or so. I was worried I would have to buy much of this. Did I forget to mention we had rope?

My rifle and a thirty round box. Almost a pity Sara doesn't have any guns, but I'm weary enough as is with her. We also have several knives that I'm sure if things came to it would put a man down easily, but if it comes to a hand to hand fight between me and an army regular I highly doubt anything outside of luck would keep me from being doubled over with broke bones, or worse.

 

 Aside from pack animals to carry the bulk of it I think that was everything. It would have to be, because I had spent everything we had getting together what we needed. Sara said, when I pressed her about putting her own money in, her parents would start asking questions she wouldn't be able to duck out of. Made sense I suppose, but it didn't mean I appreciate being the person to plan as well as pay for everything.

 Complaining never got things done and the night was long; mostly because, at Billy's request, Sara and Jak were staying with us till the four of us leave. It seemed she doesn't trust the woman out of her sight either. Good to know I wasn't the only one.

 

 Date: September 3

 Mood: Apprehensive

 The four of us woke before sunrise, washed, ate, and, when we reached the stables, checked what we had packed the night before and left with the animals. There wasn't much conversation as we made our way out of town; the situation had been too surreal at that point, in my mind at least, to permit talking. Sara and Jack rode slightly behind me and slightly ahead of Billy. This was done at their suggestion rather than ours. Either they understood that we didn't fully trust them, or, well. Who could say really? Asking at that point would have been tactless.

 By mid-day Jak had begun to drop back or dip ahead now and again in what I think was his attempt at finding trouble. While I appreciated the gesture I thought he was being paranoid. That is, I thought he was paranoid till I realized my hand kept edging towards the rifle in my lap. Billy, I'm sure, would have told me I had been silly and had nothing to worry about. Then I saw that she kept alert, her body posture suggesting she was keeping an eye out for anything that might have been out there. The only one of us that hadn't been weary of trouble, it seemed, was Sara.

 When we let the horses rest she said nothing to me. There was a tension in the air, one that I wanted badly to dispel, since if we were already wound this tight, then would the metaphorical spring snap under the strain of what we would be facing? Jak seemed to notice, and though I didn't see him and Sara talk, from that point on she at least acted like she was keeping alert. Maybe he thought Billy and I might have been less troubled if we didn't think there was a weak link in the chain of paranoia. 

 Our routine for the trip was to rise at dawn, pack and try clearing as much of our presence as we could, ride till mid-day to have lunch, then set camp at dusk. Inside of that routine was an increasing ease between the four of us. Sara started telling stories while we road. At first these stories were about the sort of things friends do together, her getting into trouble, her getting other people in trouble, the quirky spots in life.

 After she got more comfortable with us these stories turned to grander, or at least lengthier, telling. She spent the entire morning on the third day explaining how her and Jack met. Even with the occasional slip it was clear she tried taking our discomfort at Jak being called property into consideration while she told her story. I nodded approvingly to her, spoke encouragements in the blank spots, and just tried to help her loosen up around me. It was good that she wanted to share with us, as I know Billy had told her some of our stories. Fair is Fair after all. Just hoped Billy didn't tell her about that time at the pond. That one might not have been vulgar, but it's highly personal.

 As it turned out Jak was not a product of the now defunct auctioning system. Even the Revivalists considered the practice unsavory, at least they said as much publicly anyway. The politicians made a good show of disgust at the conditions in most show arenas while closing them down, but everyone knows that privet sales still happened (Note: I apologize gentle reader, whoever you are. This is a sore subject with me.) 

 Jak found Sara locked in a closet surrounded by cages of rats. After Jak found her hammering on the closet door several hours later, too horse to scream, her dislike of cramped spaces then turned into outright phobia.

 A month after that her parents had removed her from that school as well as paying enough to 'compensate for lost property' since she had refused to leave without Jak. Ever since that point he had been her personal bodyguard, manservant, companion, friend, and many of her friends and family suspected more, but would never say so outright. "If it seems more than a bit inappropriate for a woman to have a male gholem with her," Her voice had an edge to it when she spoke on the matter, "That is their problem. What goes between us is nobody's business but ours."

 Jak's response to whatever Billy had asked him shortly after was an enigmatic smile, and she said nothing further to him on the matter. Instead they spent much of their time, after dusk at least, with Billy attempting to teach him the basics of grappling. He already knew enough to be able to restrain people without intentionally injuring them. So maybe it was more a case of the two of them trying each-other's skill to keep in shape. Either way they seemed to enjoy the sparring sessions as much as Sara and myself enjoyed watching, making friendly bets against each-other, and just talking. I will likely always look back on those moments more fondly than I should, but no harm done by or to anyone.

 She claimed to have been taught how to defend herself, which I was fairly sure a result of, directly or not, her time in the rat closet. I had told her I wouldn't offer much sport if she wanted to test herself against me. The best I had ever managed was a little boxing I had done in school as well as a few things I had picked up from our goalie on the school football team. None of what I knew would make for a good sparring match, as I would either end up on my back in the first few seconds, or Sara would have a broken nose and possibly worse. 

 Hard as it might have been to believe, I'm not bragging about that. It's just a case of what I had learned being better suited to knocking someone off balance if they ran from patrol rather than one on one combat. As I said before, my 'skill' in close up fighting wouldn't match anyone we were likely to come up against.

 Even so we had one match, with both Billy and Jak waiting with what bandaging and disinfectant we had in case it went badly. It felt like I had a dislocated arm after, but Sara didn't walk away un-bloodied. That is all I will say on the matter.

 

You’re fine Julian. If it were a dislocation or even a strain you would have needed to keep the thing in a sling.

-Sara

 

 On the fifth day of our trek we started seeing farmhouses, fenced in parcels of land, and other familiar landmarks that told me that we were close. With this we thought we might find people, not many sure, maybe a family here or there that had been left alone. Such was not the case. Their homes weren't put to the torch, and any signs of violence had been erased between then and now. The silence worried us, but we were too far in to back out.

 To lighten the horse's load we had made use of a barn to hide most of our things in. This, I hoped, would minimize any strain the horses might be put under if we suddenly had to use them for a quick escape. We liked to think what we were doing made sense, but really we were just fumbling through.

 

 Date: September 9

 Searching

 The next day we headed for town proper, trusting that if we were spotted along the way we could claim we were out traveling and would be allowed to go our way with only a warning to keep clear. This, in part, was bolstered by the fact that if either Billy or Jak's presences were questioned we both could truthfully explain we were from well to do families and both gholem went wherever we did. They were, of course, far more to each of us; but no need in upsetting anyone's delicate sensibilities, especially if it meant the kind of trouble I thought was lurking near here.

 In an effort to conform to this illusion we took one of the more scenic routes around town. We were not challenged. What we saw were the leavings of whoever had been here strewn about. These included things like carts in the middle of the road, clothes strewn about. Weapons. Deus there were lots of weapons, mostly amid clothes, but some in neat clusters in the few buildings that look recently occupied. It was strange, and more than a little frightening. 

 Billy suggested that God plucked everyone out of their clothes and the animals from their bindings in retribution for what they had done to the Refugees that thought some kind of salvation lay in our town. Cheerful thought, except the Divine Host never seemed to be one for so overt a direct action. Things being how they were, though, I had no better explanation for what we were seeing.

 We moved away from town and into the ruins the refugees had thought contained... What I didn't know. Still, the idea needed to be explored in case somehow it was the cause of what we were seeing. We talked it over, naturally, and none of us knew of any stories about weapons that would do this. 

 Sure Sara and I knew the old stories, sketchy histories taught in school and other bits of speculation on the past. All agreed that there were plenty of horrors that could level cities, or atomize people where they stood, but none that came close to what we continually ran across. Only people and horses were gone. Buildings were as intact as months of abandonment have allowed. Nothing else out of place, not even signs of the likely siege between the army regulars and refugees.

 We were disturbed by this, and it was probably risky to proceed into the unknown, but we had to know if some terrible and forgotten djinn has been loosed on the world. If there was, we had to find a way to put it back in the bottle. At that time we didn't think we were doing more than just making sure.

 As we neared the ruined cityscape I heard a sharp intake of breath from Sara. Was it impressive? Considering the largest buildings we could now build, and I'm talking offices and the like rather than stone monuments people don't have to trapes up and down continually, were pale things when compared to the broken towers of steel I saw every time I came here I would have to safely say that yes, she was most definitely impressed.

 It's little wonder her breath was taken. We couldn't build this big anymore. Oh sure we can build big, we haven't lost so much that we couldn't shove an elevator in to make going up and down easier, but the biggest anyone was likely to see was a twenty, maybe thirty story job.

 I apologize, this place has that effect on me and I promised myself I would try keeping on task with this journal.

 Mind you we weren't walking into pristine streets and shining new buildings that had just been emptied yesterday. The streets were choked and overgrown with plants that made it more cracks and holes than smooth places. The buildings, once steel and glass monolithic monuments to progress had been reduced to windowless shells that, more often than not ended in jagged peaks of rusted steel and crumbling cement. Pieces of these broken giants adding to the general debris, which only added to the oversized scale of where we were.

 Was it wise to bring the horses into this terrain? I wasn't sure since by now the old road had weathered and overgrown, though if it got much worse we would dismount and go on foot. I didn't want to do that, horses being faster than people, and I was afraid of what was waiting further in.

 I'd never seen Billy actually try racing one, but she's said in a pinch she could outrun anything that wasn't bred for racing. Hopefully we wouldn't have to see if that was true, especially since unlike her and possibly Jak I most definitely couldn't and Sara looked to not have even the stamina I'd gotten from playing on my hobby-farm. Again, I'm not boasting, or at least I'm trying not to. It's just that even though my farm was more for diversion than subsistence working the animals and land had helped to keep me in shape.

 Billy and Jak moved to either side of Sara while I took point. This wasn't because Sara was more important than the rest. It was simply a matter of putting our best eyes to either side and our lone gun, me, where I had a clean shot at anything in front of me. That was the theory anyway. I hoped it wouldn't get us killed.

 I had my rifle handy. I wasn't sure how sturdy the insides of those buildings were, but both times I had been here before I could've sworn something was watching me. It was nothing more than nerves, but even the slimmest possibility people, friendly or otherwise, were hiding in the ruins couldn't be completely written off. Every now and then we would stop to watch what moved in those glass-less windows, and every time we would resume walking when we saw it was a bird, or cat, or some other animal. Well, Billy and Jak saw these things and directed Sara and myself as appropriate. I didn't have binoculars, and we were willing to do as they said if it meant avoiding snipers.

 There was a lovely thought. One that would drive me bonkers if I followed it to it's logical extreme. If I wanted to give in to this fear every open window, every high perch, marksmen could hide in any of it.

 Did I forget to mention the ruins were mostly vertical? Take one forty or fifty story building. Lots of windows hiding places. Plunk down ten or fifteen more buildings that tall. Now add in all sorts of smaller structures that make up most of the broken cityscape we're wading through. I was doing my level best to not worry about what could jump out from every corner. We kept alert for activity, but trying to find any unseen assassins was just impossible for us, and we knew it.

 How long had we actually been in here I'm not sure. Had to be hours because the sun was going down. I'd slept in the ruins before, and I wasn't looking forward to doing it again, but there was just no way to get back out before dark. With dark came all the nocturnal predators that are no doubt hiding here, human or otherwise. I say this from experience. Both times I had to come here I'd found whole communities of coyote. OK it's not quite that bad, but there were still far more here than anywhere else. Lots of hiding places, prey items, and people that stayed away made this a good place for them to hole up at.

 

 Date: September 10

 Mood: Curious

 Most of the morning was spent attempting to find a way back out of the ruined cityscape to where we left our stuff. The new plan was to take everything with us into the city and go thorough looking for survivors or anything that didn't seem to belong there. Why were we doing this? I couldn't speak for the other three, but what happened with everyone and everything disappearing in Belleberg I had to know if it came from here. We were afraid of what we might find, but such is one of the prices of curiosity.

 

 Back on the Trail

 "We might cover more ground," I explained to Sara as patiently as I could manage, "But splitting up means each of us would be more vulnerable." I pressed the opening I had created, "Also, if any of us found something how would we signal the others?"

 She looked thoughtful for a moment, "Sorry..." 

 "Can't hurt to bring any idea up." I threaded my horse thorough a gauntlet of debris. Hard for me to do, but it seemed I had the most difficulty out of the group in doing so. When we were reunited I finished what I was going to say. "I can't think of everything, and I don't want to start believing I'm more competent than I actually am. That kind of attitude will get us killed, so feel free to keep the ideas coming, and keep me knocked off my high horse." It was true. Arrogance bred complacency, and complacency got people neck deep in trouble.

 Going continued to be slow as we made our way towards the center of town. Maybe we should have gone around, but it was three to one for going the way we were now, with Billy being the one dissenter. At least we had been civil about making decisions so far. I wondered how long that would last.

 More empty and ruined buildings. More desolation. More... Well more of nature reclaiming everything Man had created.

 Our second night there was spent in what might have been the courthouse lawn. I thought it was a courthouse anyway. It was near the middle of everything as near as we could tell, had a ruined bell tower, and looked similar to the sort in Ashton, so I'm calling it a courthouse. No fire tonight, so we filled the hours between making camp and sleep with songs and stories. In the dark. Perfect for stories of haunts and spooks, but we weren't in the mood for it. There were too many things to be afraid of out there without the added ghoul or vampyre lurking behind every rock.

 Billy woke all of us sometime later with the sound of gunfire, the sounds of panicked horses, and screaming. Jak was already outside looking about franticly when I managed to belly crawl out of my tent. I didn't know what we were dealing with, and unlike Jak and Billy I couldn't make out what was going on.

 

 Chaos and Death in the Dark

Shouts from the courthouse. Gunfire. One of our horses wounded.

Return fire from Billy. Pause. Something thudding to the ground. 

Jak disappeared, guessing he went to see if he could get his hands on the man's weapon.

I went to check on Sara, and found her curled in her tent whimpering. Told her we had to go. She pushed me away; said they can't know if there's anyone in the tent or not. I tell her it doesn't matter; all they have to do is shoot through to make sure. Slowly she uncurls and follows me out. We both stay low since there's nothing we can do other than search for cover. Neither of us like that we can't do anything but stay alert.

More gunfire. Our pack horse is down. Return fire. 

 

 Quiet. Was it over? We waited, tense. Minutes passed. Still nothing. Billy started to rise while Jak was alert for movement. Nothing. The rest of us stood slowly. Still nothing. It's over we thought. We have to put the two horses down, but none of us had anything other than scrapes from diving for cover.

 We packed everything onto one of the remaining horses. After stripping the saddles and bags off the remaining animal and adding that to what our new pack animal needed to carry we had something of a problem. This forced, by majority vote (myself being the dissenter this time) that Billy and Jack walk on foot while Sara and I ride horseback.

 I didn't like it, but it made the most sense. Additionally both Jak and Billy found rifles for themselves as well six clips of ammunition to split between the two. The new guns were, unfortunately, of a different make than mine, but we have more guns to defend ourselves with. It didn't completely balance for the horses, but if we were to expect more attacks than we need what we can get.

 Camp was set back up on another building's lawn. Horses seemed nervous, and I couldn't say that they were the only ones. Here's to hoping we could get some rest before anything else tried shooting us.

 It was Jak's turn at watch, so I had a chance to speak with Billy. She showed me a shoulder patch she pulled from one of the dead men. I couldn't see the details in the darkness, but the fact it was there at all suggested either Military, a group that wanted to act like it's military, or looters. We both thought the last might be the most likely scenario, and hoped any we find in the daylight hours would be more willing to talk before shooting. We could only hope.

 Were they human? Gholem? Probably the latter, and as much as I dislike violence, especially against our blue skinned friends, all bets and restraint is off if I'm fighting for my life, or the lives of those around me. I never did care too much at who shot at me unless it helped solve the problem of how to make them stop. I was tired and we had only a couple hours before we needed to get going again. Sleep Now.

 

 Date: September 11

 Mood: Disturbed

 Even with the attack last night we still woke at dawn to get started. We had no choice really. The question now was where do we look? The courthouse, Library, and Council buildings turned up nothing that suggested more than casual passes at looting what weather and animals hadn't already destroyed, and there seemed no signs that a particularly large group had passed this way recently.

 Let me make this clear. I didn't know what these buildings were actually called. Sure there were a few have names carved into the stone facing, but weathering, neglect, and such had made much of it unreadable, so I called each building by what it most resembled to me. Plus there is the inevitable shifting of the language to consider. Look at how English mutated over the centuries, and for proof of that, just go find any play Shakespeare wrote. People didn't talk like that when the United States had been founded. People didn't talk like how they did when the United States was born when the great emptying happened, and we don't talk much like they did then. For all I knew the 'courthouse' could have been a bank, or the library a warehouse, or... I think I explained myself well enough.

 After these buildings yielded nothing we weren't sure where to take our search next. This place was too large for four people to reasonably look through, at least in the time we had available to us. Instead we decided that since nothing here near the middle gave us answers that we would travel through to the other side and try seeing what we could see there. We would have wanted to loop around the whole thing, but that would take days, possibly weeks to do as methodically as we wanted. Additionally there was the problem shared by most abandoned cities in that there was no clearly defined edge. In most cases there was a gradual spreading out as one left the center and moved into the residential areas, which could connect two separate cities if they were close enough together. Beginning to see the problem I had mentioned about with scale? Too large to do more than what we were doing.

 We first saw people when we passed through what I am going to refer to as a grand market. Couldn't say really if that's what it was, but all the lots in this mammoth building all seemed dedicated to commerce of some sort. I could go into whole pages of detail in describing just this building, but I won't because few of the details actually mattered, though there was a fountain where several corridors meet that I would have liked to make a sketch of if I had the talent.

 Sara stayed with the horses outside, armed with one of our newly acquired rifles, while the rest of us explored the inside of this place. Other people, all of them wearing bits and pieces of uniforms we had seen in heaps around Belleberg were inside this place. They could have been army regulars, but Billy and Jak both though that since most of them wore only bits and pieces. It was, in their judgment, far too piecemeal to be regulars. Well then. Let's see if our new neighbors were friendly.

 

 Date Unknown

 Discord

 Disorientation. Flashes of disconnected images and sounds. People were talking, couldn't understand the words. On reflection that was probably due to getting thrown into a building. At the time I knew nothing of where I was or how I had gotten there though. This next segment was written after. Where was I? Oh yes, I was in the care of unknown persons, hurting everywhere, and unsure of the basics like who I was or what I was doing much less able to spare a thought for my companions. Everything had a dream-like feel to it. 

 I woke on a cot in a wall tent. My body hurt everywhere and I couldn't move. "Where?" At least I could talk without moving. I didn't know if anyone was in the tent with me since moving my neck hurt. I spoke only to break the silence. "Where am I? What happened?" Though I could speak I could hear the weakness in my voice. I wish I could say I knew the others weren't with me. I wish I could say lots of things of the situation, but I'd be lying. 

 Time passed and a slender gholem in a mishmash of army fatigues, homespun material, and of all things a Milton Ligers scarf around his neck. How he could wear the thing in this heat I couldn't say. When asked why gholem seemed to always dress too warmly in the summer Billy had always been somewhat evasive on the matter. This man looked me over and, on seeing my responsiveness, patted me gently on the shoulder and told me that he would get Thomas.  

 My head felt too stuffed full of cotton to care who this person was, but he introduced himself as in charge of the band that found me. He explained that... I forget the word he used, but calling them Robots seemed to fit. He said that me, my group, and the people we were trading fire with were attacked. As his story went, he had led his group in a hunt for the constructs in retaliation for the deaths of a larger group. 

 I asked if they were part of the refugee group Billy and I had negotiated with last may. They were, and they found what they were looking for, though only after they had been rounded up, people tortured either to find out why they ran here, or possibly just for sport. A few were led to what remained of a warehouse that held not only these robots, but weapons and armor. I asked how any of it was still in usable condition; since all of this stuff has to be centuries old. He wouldn't tell me how, but he did say that though most of it looked in good condition he thought there had to be some sort of damage associated with the extended time spent in stasis... Whatever I suppose.

 When the Robots were activated they were ordered, by the officer in charge, to 'eliminate these vermin', indicating those that were drafted as laborers. The machines responded by asking for authorization codes. The officer repeated his order. They then went to the weapons lockers, started inspecting the contents, and started repairing what they identified as Cellular Disrupter Rifles. Once they were satisfied these things were in working order they opened fire on the officer, his men, and anyone wearing a uniform.

 As described to me these weapons dissolve living tissue, but don't affect non-living matter. I won't pretend how to even start explaining how this was supposed to work; but the account given to me matched stories passed down from the tail end of the war and into the beginning of the Great Decline, stories I had tossed out as being too far fetched to consider when Sara and I were racking our brains for possible things we would have to contend with. Weapons that remove a population and leave the material goods, infrastructure, and the entire reason one would invade an area; on top of leaving no messy demoralizing cleanup of the dead would have been very appealing in my estimation. 

 Any momentary thoughts of salvation for the draftees were crushed when the robots fired on anyone attempting to flee. In fact the only reason any of this is known was because they left one human and one gholem alive. They surrounded these two, explained to both of them the only reason that they survived was to provide these machines with information on where they were, the general disposition of military and civilian centers, and to spread terror by telling others what they had seen.

 If this account did not give you reason to fear then either you lack the imagination I do, or you hadn't paid attention. There were close to forty of these things out there armed with weapons that not only kill, they disintegrate. They had armor capable of stopping anything smaller than a cannon. These things had no goal other than chaos, murder, and their continued survival. The worst part of this; worse than the image of whole towns suddenly being depopulated by these things was this:

 They had no demands to meet; no ransom to pay to make them quit. They would not be bargained or reasoned with. They had nothing to report to or any way of ordering them to stop.

 I was with Thomas and his group for two days. In that time we had to relocate several times due to finding a richer source of whatever trinkets or scraps of pre war information that hadn't long ago rotted into oblivion or was stored on useless bits of plastic and metal. 

 They didn't do this out of some sense of duty to preserve history, or even to learn about our past. They do so because both information and artifacts fetch high prices in Troy (Pennsylvania, Eastern Coalition.) There was urgency in their movements, not by threat of immediate attack from these nightmarish super-weapons as I first thought, but because they wanted to beat any other looters Salvagers from beating them out of the best stuff. 

 When I asked Thomas why stay when there are now things out there that could kill them and everyone else he had the following to say. "We all die, whether it's tomorrow or twenty years from now. Unless one of these Übermench walks out in front of me than I am going to file them away with all the other things that could theoretically kill me and not give them another thought."

 They would not allow me to aid in the repeated breakdown, transport, and set-up of their equipment. They were kind to me, but they were adamant about keeping me separated from what they considered sensitive material. Couldn't blame them. I was, however, allowed to help with the pack animals so far as I was able to between occasional bouts of weakness.

 I find it hard to describe, but it's like everything is fine one moment, and the next I had no strength in the limb I had bee exerting. After a few minutes it would pass and everything works as it should, but I'm concerned by this and hope it is only temporary.

 After repeated attempts to get a straight answer out of anybody, I have found that nobody knew where my companions went. I could not say anything about either Sara or Jak, but if Billy was still alive she would try finding me. She did so once before when I was taken by a group of Humanists and left in a field somewhere with numerous injuries. She could find me now if I stay put long enough since I've walked along with the majority of the group I have been with. 

 I have not made mention my injuries before because it has remained warm and any rains relatively light. Were this in the middle of winter, or a storm stopping to dump a small lake on my head over the course of several hours I would have made mention of the various aches and pains I go through on a daily basis. I hurt, but the pain isn't bad enough to keep me from doing the things I need to do.

 

 September 15

 Mood: Somber

 They let me go with a minimum of fuss and ceremony. I was grateful for their kindness, but they didn't have room for me to stay longer, and I could not stay without knowing what happened to my friends. Also, on the off chance that they were not simply lying to me about these Robots it would have been a better idea to split up, with each of us carrying warning to different places. However now that I had time to sit and think it over I was not so sure about what Thomas told me. 

 They were far more concerned with mundane looters, thieves, and the like than they were of something that, if I had even heard of from someone I had reason to trust, have run for dear life and Salvation from. It made an interesting, if grotesque and nightmarish, story if a lie. On the other hand if true, I hoped it wasn't. That's all I am willing to say.

 I'd taken this time to catch up on my writing, and had transposed things from my shorthand note-pad to my journal book, which was written in longhand. The day was mild and there was a nice breeze going. Other than the sounds of nature reclaiming the ruins around me little made noise. This place has it's own beauty about it.

 This transference of notes took most of the morning. I started walking about to stretch my legs, and found that I had been followed. Even though I was hopeful it's Billy I tensed. Visions of remorseless human-like automata killing anything not like themselves filled my mind for several moments. I waved both arms over my head and make noise. Even if it wasn't one of my friends I hoped they would be able to give me news on the attack that landed me with Thomas's group for the past few days.

 Wait. Something didn't fit here. If these machines used Disruptive weapons, than how could I have been thrown against a wall? The way it was described there was a dot of light wherever the weapon was pointed. Blink. If what it was aimed at living, poof; Up in smoke. 

 Maybe, going on the idea that Thomas wasn't lying, they had other, less selective, weapons. It made sense in a way, save the really frightening weapons that turn people into nothing for large crowds, or at least wait till there was an audience to be terrified by their use. No matter how I looked at it though it didn't add up. Oh well, like Thomas, unless one of these things showed up I won't worry. 

 Whoever it was I saw earlier exited a brick and stone faced three story building, possibly a firehouse. It was hard to make out who they were from this far away, but they were wearing a greatcoat, so either they're a gholem, have a really good reason to not be seen with a shotgun or other such weapon, or possibly both. I heard my name called. Billy. Deus thank you. She's alright. 

 

 When she got to me I cried. She cried and held me close. She thought she was the only one left. Sara died in the initial attack, and Jak went while in the process of ripping our attacker's head off by way of one of it's companions vaporizing him. This meant the story was real. Thomas hadn't lied and there were forty soulless monsters on the loose with cold and calculating intent.

 Billy ran while it's attention was drawn to the group that had started firing on us and hadn't noticed her own injuries, or hadn't bothered tending to them, till after they were long out of sight. My Beautiful Billy. Don't think I will shrink away from you because of a few blemishes. You're alive and we were able to get away from there. That is what was important. Your face is yours no matter if it were nothing but scars.

 Thankfully Billy managed to save one of the horses. She wouldn't hear any talk of us taking turns riding the gelding and insisted I was in no condition to walk long enough to properly take turns anyway. We could have ridden double. It would be uncomfortable, but doable. The saddle, though, was not made for that and I didn't think the horse liked our one attempt at having both of us on him at once. Considering with both of us as well as what little we still have it would bring the total amount he would have to carry upwards of five hundred pounds I can't say that I blame him one bit.

 The rest of our trip was spent either in silence, listening for signs of possible hostiles, or a state of half-sleep. We were reluctant to camp, but light was getting poor and the horse needed rest. That night was spent huddled together under the new moon. We both hurt and are both shaken, but we refuse to be afraid.

 

 September 20

 The world is crazy and so are we.

 I did not write in my journal on the way home because nothing of consequence happened. There were no encounters with killer man-made devils wielding weapons that turn people into nothing. There weren't any bandits. In fact the only remarkable event that happened was that we stopped at the old farm for a night's rest, and that was remarkable only in the memories it brought to mind.

 We were home, and though the rumors about Belleberg now included these killer machines I dared not, for the sake of not being seen as insane, speak of what I had been through. It may seem cold and cruel, but my trying to warn anyone at this point would only land me in a place where white was the dominant color and the guests were fitted with special vests so they could hug themselves while they sat inside their padded rooms.

 Finn was glad to see that the both of us had survived, though was disturbed at Billy's injuries and my story of looters going over what the army had left behind both in town and in the nearby ruins. I was grateful he hadn't replaced me, just as he was glad I am alive and able to return to my job. I still had moments of weakness, but they happen less often than they did a week ago. I think in another week or two I will be rid of them altogether. Billy had to find another job, as her employer had assumed she had made her story up to give her a few extra days off. He didn't even wait for her to be gone a week before finding a replacement. Maybe Jenny could help her find work like she did for me.

 Life continued to go on no matter how unusual it got. There was a mad scramble for a small bit to keep the proverbial wolves from our door, but we are tolerably well. Billy was currently talking with Jenny and in a few hours I was due for my Grade 2 Wireless Certification. Given what we had seen I might eventually want to invest time to gain my Grade 3 Certification so I could qualify for service with the Merchant Caeldine fleet. 

 With what was going on though it might eventually be better if we both find a way to be more mobile, and I couldn't think of a better way of not becoming a noxious cloud of smoke than to be in the air. My voice rose and asked Jenny if she knew anything about the local airships and their crews. Logical to ask her considering she often dressed like a barnstormer, at least that seemed like a reasonable argument at the time.

 When asked why I wanted to know I tell her that maybe a ship could use a pair of hands. Billy needed work, and even with a Grade 2 Certification I thought a few might hire me on and train me the rest of the way while on the job. Could have been wishful thinking on my part, but one never knew till they asked.

 As it turned out Jenny did, in fact, rub elbows with several different crews and was happy to ask around on our behalf. She was even willing to give a recommendation for both of us if we needed. Bless that woman Deus, for hers is a kind heart. Maybe I should tell her. No, she'd laugh it off. NO. I have to tell her. It would be a poor payment on our part for her to die because we don't want to sound silly. 

 She listened intently as we sat down with her to tell her the whole story. She didn't interrupt or ask anything till we were done. Her jaw set and her face had a grim cast to it when we told her about the robots. Billy asked her if she knew about these things.

 "Evil, demons formed by the hands of men, Protectors, Revenge Weapons; they were called all of these and more. They were designed as shock troops in the last year of the war by desperate countries that wanted something easier to control than their rebelling Genome armies. They pushed robotics and Artificial intelligence as far as they could during the war and these man-sized creations were the end result. They were tireless, efficient, intelligent, and above all else they were loyal without pause or question to their makers." Jenny sipped from a cup of tea Billy had poured her. "That loyalty combined with Disrupter weapons made them ideal as a force to be dropped, unsupported, into enemy held territory and start killing anything and everything that they recognized as a threat."

 I wasn't sure if this was just a story she had heard and was telling us, or if she somehow possessed some secret knowledge of those dark days. Her tone was serious. Her expression grim. She did not look like she was trying to be entertaining. "Problems started when the capacity to build these machines spread to all major nations. This is why there are maybe a few hundred million people now instead of the billions that swarmed the globe then."

 "How do you know these things?" I asked in a low voice.

 She looked into her cup and continued telling her awful tale, not bothering, in that moment, to answer. "Not only were whole regions depopulated by mass killings, but the people that pulled the strings of these mechanical puppets grew more paranoid as the war entered its last few months. They started creating sealed vaults across the globe that contained whole units of these things as well as enough weapons, parts, and supplies to keep them in fighting condition for years, decades if need be. These people, if they could still be considered people, wanted to ensure that any would-be conquerors would face their own ends by weapons that had lain dormant and waiting.” 

 She grunted and looked at us both. "The war was lost by all sides and only a few remembered that the damned things existed, and even in their own time those stories were considered overblown and too impossible to believe." We waited for more, by this point I don't think either of us cared of what Jenny said was true or fiction. Her story, and more importantly how she told it, held us.” People rebuilt outside of the old cities, fearing that dormant germ weapons, baby nukes, or even disrupter bombs were waiting to wipe out what was left of the human race. The rest, as you both know, is history."

 "How do you know these things?" Billy's voice was quizzical rather than accusing as she asked a second time. Jenny sounded sincere, and it would explain why people built from the ground up instead of resettling the old population centers, and then there was what we saw in the ruins. That also lent credibility to the story.

 Jenny's only answer was a smile. She had just explained a whole lot of history that what they taught in classes only hinted at, but she never explained or gave away her sources. Strange that we believe her. Stranger still that she ended up being right, at least so far as I’ve been able to see.

 She stayed with us that night, and we were happy for the company. Out of courtesy I took the sofa in the sitting room in spite of protests that she wouldn't want to impose. It would give her and Billy a chance to talk, because Billy needed somebody else to speak to about what happened to her. She knew I would think her pretty no matter how she looked, but any person, male or female, is bound to have difficulty looking themselves in the mirror and a face marred by what she has to see. There were also the deaths of Sara and Jak. She had to watch them die. I didn't. 

 A half-remembered song drummed in my head. I cannot remember the words, but the rhythm was soothing. I closed my eyes and hoped that the worst for us is over. It wasn't, unfortunately. The 'worst' parts of one's life were always updated and redefined. Well, they were unless you lived thorough a mass genocide. I fear nightmares of walking suits of chrome and steel wielding weapons that swept the land clear like the Hand of Judgment.

 

 September 29

 Test Day!

 Jenny and I spoke the next morning while I walked to work. She was a historian of sorts originally from Texas and had spent the past twenty years researching, gathered stories, and sifted through what scant records were preserved from the war. That would have made her close forty. I couldn't believe it, and told her so. She looked easily like a woman half that age. She responded with musical laughter and told me her secret was clean living, a positive outlook, and lots of makeup. Curious woman, I'd have to invite her over for dinner again sometime to see just how many stories she had to share.

 Work was lively, involved three large women, and a child that wouldn't stop screaming and grabbing at things. The day wouldn't end, and I don't want to write in too great a detail of it. Little point in revisiting any of it, and I was grateful it finally ended. Finn, for once, didn't crawl into his favored watering hole after we closed up and instead started walking with me.

 He asked if everything was alright. Of course it was why wouldn’t they be? He noticed I had been preoccupied through the day. I waved the idea off. I was fine, I told him, just didn't like what I saw when I was gone. There was no way he would believe a story involving human-like machines with the capacity to kill everything around them. So I told him of the looters, empty homes, and of losing two people that had traveled with us there. That seemed to satisfy his curiosity, and no I did not need any more time off. It was nice of him to offer, but I needed to work to get my mind off the matter.

 He asked me if I was nervous about my upcoming exam. No, not in the slightest. I knew the theory well enough, and could work through a conversation at the speeds that I would be tested at. Morse was a soothing way of communicating. It was, to me, nearly musical in it's own way. Many have boggled at those of us that seem to hold whole conversations in our heads rather than write any of it down. I boggle at anyone that has to write the exchanges down to make sense of them. Morse was a thing that was best understood by being heard, not visualized. I looked forward to this, I told him, it was one of those things I felt good at.

 On the way home I'd picked up several leaflets advertising for this or that place which might need work Billy was suited for. There was still time enough for me to grab a quick shower between now and time for my exam. I was nervous, but I was confident. The cleanup and change of clothes were simply to put on a presentable face if they wanted to add my picture to the wall of people that had passed since the club organized. Time to go with the green and black suit.

 I arrived a few minutes after the examiners had, but still a few minutes ahead of schedule. All of them were dressed in plain black suits neither extraordinarily well made nor cheaply slapped together. All three shook hands with me and told me, in warm tones, that they had heard about me. I gave them the stock line that I hoped not; else they would know just what a vagrant I was.

 They lead me into a room with a receiver, pad of paper, and enough desk space by the receiver to work with. I was instructed to not touch the equipment and to copy, exactly what was sent and was asked if I understood what they just told me. I told them I did and that I was ready.

 I told them that I was. One of the three left the room, presumably to give the text I was to translate. What follows is the text they wanted me to transcribe.

 I hadn't even started writing by the time the transmission ended. When I was asked why, I had told both men seated with me that I wanted to hear the entire message, since whenever I attempt to transcribe in the middle my accuracy drops. They both nod and give me a few extra minutes to write what I believe the message was. 

 Their verdict? I had not cheated, and had transcribed something that appeared perfectly reasonable. However they would have to confer with their third man to see if I had, in fact, written what he sent rather than just make up my own message. Even with the standard Q-calls (QST, QRR, CQ, and so on) most people that work in Morse, at least that I've seen, use forms of shorthand to copy the exact message. Procedure demanded they verify with the sender before moving on to the second part of the exam, but I was assured by both men that I did fine.

 When this was done and I had been officially told I had passed the first half of the examination I was then led to another room for the theory segment. This is one that I had somewhat less self confidence in, but still felt I had a reasonable chance of getting more right than I did wrong. This time all three men sat with me and watched as I wrote the answers to the questions lain before me.

 The first few sections dealt with procedure and rules, which were mostly things that were common sense material. Emergency traffic trumps everything else. No voice transmissions on Morse segments of the bands. Transmitting your call-sign every ten minutes. No profanity, codes or ciphers, or discussing illegal matters. All these things, and more, I had to explain. As I said, easy stuff that most people should be able to figure out on their own. Why they have to write it down I'm not sure, except so that it's on the books to prevent anyone from going 'well I never saw anyone say I couldn't, so I did."

 The next segment dealt in electrical theory and radio prorogation, but even there I felt confident to a degree. Where I really felt I messed up, however, was on the different math formula for things like figuring out electrical current from the amount of watts and amps being carried, or the correct dimensions for different antenna, or how much power will be lost from the transmission going through to the antenna. These I felt less sure of, but answered to the best of my ability. I didn't, when asked, review any of my answers. There are occasions when I've caught mistakes doing this, but more often than not the changes I made were to make a right answer into a wrong one.

 With that done to everyone’s satisfaction I could have stopped and been awarded a grade 1 license. Even the math segments were things I hadn’t been too terribly frightened of, not compared to the portion that I was now facing. The difference between the questions I had faced and the ones I would be facing had to do with the fact that those that came up with this whole procedure made the assumption that one would take the entry level examination, wait a few years to gain some real-world experience, then move on with the more advanced material. I hadn’t and instead had studied and worked since July to skip the waiting. If I passed not only would I have an expanded set of privileges, I could also put my knowledge to use in commercial fields Though truthfully that was only a partial reason I had wanted to wait, train, and do it all at once.

 Minutes passed. I saw things being marked down with a pen one of them brought for the occasion. Relax. Either in passing or failing I did the best I was able to do. Be calm. Do not crowd in. You would find out soon enough.

 

Julian Guy Fawkes 3rd is now recognized by the call-sign K4GW and henceforth given all frequency privileges and limitations of a Class 2 Civilian Wireless Operator. 

William Bedford Davis, K4FB

 

 The nicely framed certification on my wall as well as my picture and call sign in the clubhouse's roll book should speak for themselves on how I did.

 

 October 1

 Mood: Happy

 My recent certification still had me in good spirits. Friends congratulated me. Drinks and merriment were had. I spent last night working a station from France. Yes. The world could end tomorrow for all I knew, but I was content. It wouldn't last, but while it did I had things I need to do that required a cheerful mood.

 Chief amongst these was rearranging furniture. It has been awhile since anything thorough had been done with any of it, and the best way to get the debris and garbage from where it hid was to move everything about and clear the trash while the floor was clear. Strange. This chair had already been moved, and the floor under it was- Wait. What's this? A large jar of money. Have to ask Billy about that when she gets home. In the meantime put it back and pretend it wasn't there. No other treasures greeted me while I cleaned unfortunately. It needed doing no matter if I'd found only dust and leavings, but I was still somewhat disappointed. Oh well.

 Next was a trip to the tailors for a fitting. I hated the process, but it was a good idea to have my measurements updated every year or so to adjust for periodic weight changes and just to be social with them. No I didn't mean the 'Tailors' and 'seamstresses' that one finds at night when the doorways were visible in red lights. I mean being social with honest hard working men and women that shaped and repaired clothing.

 Take Andrew for instance, the man that had done mine and my father's suits for the past decade. He had three kids, one in law school, and the other two followed in his footsteps as apprentices. Part of the reason I chose to stay in Ashton rather than see if it was safe back home was that he and his family had asked me to stay. That probably meant I owed him my life in a roundabout way, but he was the last person I would expect to hold anything like that over someone's head. 

 Unfortunately because he's known me this long he also knew how to get under my skin. I'm sure his barbed humor was just his way to make people laugh, but more often than not it's a cruel thing that had often gotten him in trouble over the years. Take that sort of humor and add almost a decade's worth of knowledge about a person and you had enough barbs to make a fence from here to Oregon and back.

 Most of our talk while he measured me was about my trip last month. He thought I was foolish to have gone back since there wasn't family to go back to, and I had apparently thrived here. I told him about the looting, which amused him more than anything else. He seemed to view those wanting to pick the long bleached out bones of the ruined cities as idiots not worth his time. After all, as his thinking went, if there were anything good there to begin with wouldn't it have been the first to be hauled away during the migrations? 

 He had a point there. That point was lost on those that spent their whole lives scouring through a single city, and there were hundreds just along the east coast of the continent. To counter I could have mentioned that big vault of gold that got excavated eight years ago. There was enough money there to keep the Confederates bank-rolled for generations. However I didn't mention this, as he would have only found something else to barb me with.

 After my measurements were updated I checked the prices for several different patterns both for day to day use and a few special occasion outfits. While we looked through pattern books, sketches of final designs, and discussed color I did a little mental figuring. There were many outfits I wanted, but I only could afford maybe two or three, and that was if I negotiated a payment plan with the man. He knew me, so unlike most customers he allowed this. I never like taking advantage of his generosity, but you couldn't go about in worn out and ill-fitting clothes. What would I do with the 'worn out and ill-fitting' clothes? Donate to charity probably. I might not want to further wear them out, but everything I have kept packed away was in good order.

 

 With the details of cut, fabric, color, and price settled I asked if he was willing to drop by for dinner. Tomorrow was fine, I told him. So far as I knew we had no plans then, and the company would help keep things from getting boring. No I didn't just wish things would get interesting! Deus I didn't want to have to go through last month's insanity again, what happened in May, or- Never-mind. It's never a good thing to tempt whatever hands shape things into having a little mischief at your expense.

 Next on my list of things that needed taking care of that I didn't want to do was to catch up on the latest rumors. Yes I have told myself that I would not worry about what happens until it happened, but if there were any warning I could have that these things were headed this way I wanted to try getting those I could to skip town. Finn could always reopen somewhere else, same for Andrew. If I could save either, preferably both, I would do what I could. 

 Jenny? She was a valued friend as well, but she already knew as much as I did about the situation. Actually she probably knew more than me, but I didn't want to try peeling back why or how she knew what she did. I didn't want to give into delusional fantasies, nor did I want to upset the lady. She was a good friend.

 It was harder than most would think to find what the general gossip about any particular subject was. Not only did I have to either get lucky, steer the conversations towards what I want, but I was further handicapped by the fact that I'm from where these stories are supposed to be about. Something about people, at least in my experience, made them shy about talking about a person, their family, or their home with them around. Might have to do with fear of talking badly about the wrong person and ending up hurt in the process. Not that I would, but human nature seemed to trump casual association.

 Three hours, two drinks, a platter or cheese, and a lighter wallet later and I got discouraged. There was still talk of looting, that the army was both there and gone, and that nobody that went back had been heard from since except for Billy and myself. The one new rumor I started to hear more of was that the entire town had been deemed unfit for resettlement and there were armed patrols making sure nobody returned, lest some ancient horror recently unearthed infects them and spreads.

 Frightful to be sure, but not quite the truth. I supposed if this one were to gain wider acceptance than at least people would know to stay away. Maybe if the machines saw nobody else they would turn off, or go back to sleep, or whatever. I didn't believe it either, but it was a warm fuzzy thought.

 Before leaving I added my own twist, and credibility as someone people knew had lived there as well as someone who had recently gone back to see what happened, to that tale to the mix. My story was much the same as I had written down earlier; three companions and I went back to see what had happened and why no news, good or bad, had come from there. We found bodies, rather than empty piles of clothing, everywhere. Two of my companions died, one by looters, the other refused to rejoin our group after finding an open sore on his body. I was very careful to remind these people it had been close to a month since I was there, so any sort of illness would have already run its course. 

 They asked me of my remaining companion, and I told them that her face was ruined by debris knocked over while we searched the ruins for survivors, but she was alive and well. I wasn't much of a storyteller, but I drew a small crowd that kept asking questions. What were my friends like? Was the ride difficult? Why didn't I get sick? I told them what answers I had, and before leaving I reassured them that I had seen a doctor and was given a clean bill of health since returning. To cap it off I chipped in on the collective tab. I would have paid for the entire round, but I needed to save what I have left over for the week's groceries.

 I make a quick stop home to drop a few things off, and wrote a brief note explaining that I was headed to make use of the Wireless Club's equipment and would be back later tonight. With that done I did as I said I would and saw what stations I was able to work for a couple hours. It's dusk, after all, and signals traveled much farther with the sun down. I worked Paris the night I passed my exam, and so I was excited to see which places that could be found tonight.

 

 In the back of my mind I heard China's voice hissing at me. She had always warned me when my hobbies and interests started crowding in with the have-to parts of life. Even though she wasn't here I'm sure she would have again provided one of these lectures to me. I waved the warning away. I would be careful and try only doing these things two nights a week. That would give me time to enjoy what I had worked hard to achieve, but would hopefully not interfere with the more important things in my life.

 The night was in a giving mood. There were, all told, three different stations that were in a talkative mood and could receive my end well enough to have pleasant exchanges. What did we talk about? My recent certification, policies both local and abroad, the weather, and my budding interest in pre-war technologies.

 I was assured by all three stations that my interest was perfectly natural. Most Wireless operates had at least some passing interest in the area if they hadn't gone so far as to make it a major facet of their personal studies. It was still too early for me to tell the story Jenny had told me. It might strike these people as nonsensical, and I wouldn't want to ward away potential friends by seeming like an intelligent crazy.

 Instead each conversation ended with us exchanging post office addresses with promises to send each-other QSL cards. Think of them like specialized postcards that acted as proof that you had, in fact, made contact with a particular part of the world. People could fake them I suppose, but what's the use? All anyone would have to do is talk to the person directly to see if they had worked the station that says they had.

 Yes I knew it was somewhat competitive. There were no real set criteria to go by to determine who gets a card from you or not, so exchanges could only be the exchange of postal information to mail things to, or it could be as lengthy as a discussion of history, or electrical theory, or anything not expressly forbidden by each country's regulations.

 I had been given a stack of twenty cards when I came in, and now I had three that needed sending off. Hopefully these three, and many others, would be able to educate me on what we were facing. It seemed a sensible use of my newly acquired privileges. On the other hand it also smelled like justification for spending more time here than I had promised I would limit myself to. Must be careful so I don't overdo this.

 On reflection I probably should not have taken out the lengthy bits of note-taking and copying from different books, manuals. Granted if I left everything as cluttered as my original journal anything intelligible would be lost in the noise. Don't fret; I won't go into lengthy explanations of bandwidth privileges, the steps needed to make even a modest transmitter-receiver setup. True, transceivers are more common than separate receiving and transmitting boxes, but the different kits I can currently afford are for separate systems, not that I have space for a proper antenna even if I had the money to invest. Right. Getting sidelined, sorry about that. I should state, before I get off track again, that though my licensed privileges allow for the use of voice (or as Diana and the others call it, Radiotelephone) the three systems Ashton's clubs had at the time were dedicated Morse systems.

 Billy was there when I got back from Wireless. She asked me if I enjoyed myself, which I told her I did. I asked her what she'd gotten up to today. In response she'd shown me a stack of fresh five dollar bills. My eyes went wide. There must have been eighty dollars there. In fact there were ninety dollars in the stack she showed me. Where had she gotten this? 

 She held me close and asked me to sit. Tone of voice suggested bad news.

 She had, she explained fearfully, work as a dancer since we returned. To be sure I understood what she meant I asked her. It turned out she had been dancing in very little for public entertainment. My heart felt like a lead weight hitting the bottom of my gut.

 She turned away from me, crying. I wrapped my arms around her gently and ask her, softly, if all she did was dance for these people. She looked at me and told me that was it. She wouldn't have worked there if they asked her for a 'happy ending' to these dances. My heart restarted. Relief flooded through me. I held her tighter and reassured her I was there for her.

 The rest of that evening I will not write of save only that no matter what the world thinks of her she is my friend and companion. Unless she had been truly unfaithful I would always stand by what she choose to do, and was more than willing to stand my ground against anyone who suggested I do otherwise.

 

 Date: October 13

 Mood: Happy

 It was one of those days where Billy had to sleep so she would be ready for her work at night. My day would be spent tracking down this job Jenny said she was trying to finesse us into and see where I thought our chances stood. Plus there was that QSL card to mail off, and listen to the rumor mill grind a little more.

 Jenny was an amusing character in that she seemed to be at the damndest of places and apt to turn up at a moment's notice. I only had her word that she's a historian instead of, say, some elf from myth on a day pass in our world. Maybe it had to do with how she carries herself. It's the sort of attitude that's can-do, but not so over-enthusiastic or perky that it made people shy away out of fear that what she had was catching.

 That day I found her near the theater she told me about back in June. She watched the understudies practicing; they're the ones that filled spots left if a primary cast member couldn't perform. I didn't know if she was an actress, or if she was in production, whichever she was giving tips on how to convey a specific emotion to the man playing an anthropomorphic flower, that's what his costume reminded me of at least.

 I watched for a time, not trying to interrupt. I wanted to know, but not so badly that I would be rude about getting her attention. When Jenny finally saw me she called for a ten minute break and jogged over to greet me. I commented on the costumes. She laughed and told me that because the subjects of this play were inanimate objects personified they had to practice in costume more often than other productions to get used to the movements required.

 I laughed and agreed that it is somewhat difficult to figure out how a talking rose might move or gesture if you're out of costume till the first show. We talked about other inconsequential things. I told her Finn had just gotten Halloween stuff in and that she should take a look sometime. I wanted to know, I told her after a few moments silence, if there was any progress on getting Billy and I work.

 As it turns out there was an opening available, but it was on board a trust fund kid's privet ship. The owner required all crew members to wear uniforms of his design and to refer to him as Commodore Jack. I raised an eyebrow but waited for the rest. The Captain of this ship, it turns out, had made it clear in the past that no matter how much money this person was paying, or how much he played at being a sailor, in life and death situations he ran the ship, not 'Commodore Jack."

 We would have to think it over, talk with the man, and see if we could stomach the situation before agreeing to anything. In the meantime I offered her a coupon good for half off one purchase from Finn. She took it and smiled at me as I left.

 The next few hours were spent wandering town. I had a meeting with a potential employer that might piss me off enough to simply refuse to work for him. He couldn't be that bad, he already had a crew. Still, we would have to be wary of him. All this went through my head while I went to nowhere in particular.

 Yes I had money, or at least I had grown up around money. Maybe that made me hypocritical to think ill of other people who had also grown up with money. If so than I cheerfully embrace the designation, because I personally loath people that see the world only as a way to indulge themselves. Don't get me wrong, I've had the good fortune to know many with wealth that are more than willing to share, and try making the world better. I have no problems whatsoever with them. They are good people.

 Life had been busy and hectic to me lately. I wouldn't complain, well other than the whole fear of possibly being vaporized by killer machines anyway. I could have done without that. The rest I liked. It was interesting and would give stories to tell small children at night.

 My walk took me home. Strange. I started walking again. Eventually my 'aimless' wandering brought me back there. Curious, was my body trying to tell me something my mind didn't want to hear? Maybe, but I didn't feel tired or hungry. I continued to think that till I found myself curled up on the sofa, door locked and radio turned to folk music. 

 

 Date: October 20

 The day my world changed forever.

 The attack started just as we finished breakfast. Of course I didn't know this till hours after. At the time the two of us thought, well truthfully we weren't sure what to think when we first saw the commotion outside.

 Many died in the first hour, but because they fell back after the initial wave we were lucky. Several other towns that had been hit at roughly the same time were nearly depopulated by as few as three or four of these mechanical devils. We were faced with, as I later learned, anywhere between eight or ten of them. Why? Why did so many center on Ashton? We had a major shipping port and a higher population than the surrounding cities. 

 We spent those first few hours trying to learn what happened. Details aren’t included here, because it was all a confusing mass of panicked people, crowds pushing us here and there, screaming. Lots of screaming. I have tried to recall what happened, but other than Finn leading us through I recall nothing. How the little man managed not to get crushed I again cannot say. Providence maybe?

 While we were tossed about in the crowds the city's defenders fought admirably against these mechanical monsters. Though their losses were horrific, they took four of the attackers down. We heard the cannon fire from where we were huddled, that is how I knew we had been attacked. I did not know the sorts of guns used, but I knew they were large.

 I wish the price hadn't been as high as it was, but they proved to the rest of us that what we fought were able to be killed. That gave everyone hope enough to plan for what was one of the most mind boggling plans I'd ever been party to. More on that later though.

 There was a mass rush to the shipyards by those that hoped taking to the sky would put them out of harm's way. Reasonable thought, except for the whole fleeing in something filled with a highly flammable gas and made a wonderfully near-unmissable target in the sky thing. The first to get airborne had been shot down, as had the second. 

 These we saw, as it is nearly impossible to not notice an airship when it bursts into flames, and these didn't merely burn; they exploded with such force that even where we stood it felt like I'd been slapped hard. 

 The third ship quickly grounded itself, or at least as quickly as a lighter than air craft could. Thankfully they had been fast enough, because whatever had downed the other two had arched over the second then landed, hopefully harmlessly, outside of city limits.

 

 Date: 29 October

 Of Airships, Musings, and Explosions

 This ship was mine, and I had absolutely no clue what to do with the floating monstrosity. Actually no, I had a fairly good idea what I would do thanks to 'Mad Jack', otherwise known as 'Commodore Jack'. Funny how we had agreed to his plan so readily, because now that I had time to consider it, the whole thing seemed insane. 

 On the bright side if we somehow lived and Jack still wanted me to work with him I knew I probably would take that offer without hesitation. I might consider the idea crazy, but at least Jack had stepped up to offer something halfway possible instead of siding with those that wanted to hole up and wait for help to arrive.

 Even though I had agreed to this it wasn't, I kept telling myself, a good use of my talents. Surely they could have found someone better qualified.

 It could have been worse, the crew, what little of it hadn't left, knew the ship and it's quirks well enough to keep her running. There was that going for me, plus the fact she was, so I had been told, in excellent condition. 

 Considering the last captain was certifiably Mad. He had, before being subdued and carted off to a sanitarium, started shot holes in the ship's gas bags while he exclaimed that the world was going to end and that the only way to salvation was to purge our sins through fire. There were plenty of people that had taken the machines attack as a sign of the End Times. Idiots. People had been claiming the end was near for how long now?

 When I had been given command I had been asked if I wanted to rename her. Now then, what did I want name her? Tradition dictated that such vessels were inherently female. Perhaps this was because of the widely held thought that we come from the sea, and as such it was our Mother, and the tradition carried over with airships. It could have also been that, like women, the sea was generally considered unpredictable. Whatever.

 Back up a few steps. Why rename her? My logic is not your logic so it may be hard to follow. This ship had been commanded by someone who was obviously mentally unstable and was originally intended to act as a passenger craft. 

 While many could dispute my claims at sanity I doubt that I was crazy enough to shoot at bags of highly flammable gas that just so happened to keep me from tumbling to the ground which, according to the story told to me, would have been roughly a thousand feet below. So that was why I renamed the ship that I had been given command of for, oh, probably about two days, a week if we managed to survive long enough to reach a safe field to land on.

 Lady Luck? Hm, irony? I didn't feel like being funny or cute with names. Somehow it felt that any attempt at either would have been too much like daring Creation to do its worst.

 Random Gambler? I liked it, but Billy made a face when I suggested it. Pass

 Ariel? No, just...no. I might appreciate the reference, but Nah.

 It was approaching time for the re-christening ceremony and I should have a name picked before I was to be fitted for my uniform. I hated naming things, everything I picked ended up either not making sense outside of the context of the moment, being some sort of joke, or just not feeling right.

 Billy put a hand on my shoulder then told me to take a deep breath. Think of a name, she told me, the first name that popped into your mind was what we were going to call it. Inhale. Names. Female names. I needed one.

 Isabella. She'd be called Isabella. 

 My uniform was bone white with touches of gold at the buttons and embroidery on the collar and cuffs. It seemed modeled after the old English naval officer uniforms. While I liked its simplicity, I abhorred the boots and asked if there was anything I could do about them. 

 Why bother with uniforms when they would only be worn once, was uncomfortable and would cause me to limp in the march from City Hall to the airfield? I realize that the whole pomp and polish had been to help ease the public and help put in their minds that we were the men and women that would keep them safe, and that we would be presented as organized as possible. I still hated the boots, and so did just about everyone else I spoke with who had also volunteered.

 During the march I caught sight of a few familiar faces from the Wireless club. It made sense that they would have volunteered; this was most decidedly an emergency after all and we always were encouraged to lend our knowledge and skills where they would be best used.

 In this instance 'we' would mostly be used to coordinate between both evacuation groups, city defenses, and those of us that would play decoy. It was during the march, or more precisely during the speech made during the march, that I learned that all of the decoy ships had been put under command by anyone with wireless certification. Their reasoning was that with a shorter chain of people between the ground observers and people on the ground there was less chance for things to go wrong.

 Somehow this logic didn’t sit right with me. A few others had also, when moments allowed, voiced their dissatisfaction. However in this... How does that line go? Ours is not to reason why. Ours is to do or die.

 If by some cosmic joke or divine intervention I somehow survive I’m going to let it be known that there were those amongst the newly appointed captaincy that were wholly against the notion. We didn’t have the experience flying these things. Sure, using radio officers to coordinate was a good idea, but putting us in charge? We only went through with it because time was pressing and most of us figured a coherent plan was better than a disorganized mass.

 There had been more going on than what I had write here, much more. However it would be better to talk to Kate, or Finn, or any of those that were on the ground at the time. There was simply too much, even now that I've had a chance to puzzle through things, to form a coherent picture from just my perspective.

 

 Date: 03 November

 Liftoff!

 The sun was shining, the crew seemed in good spirits, and Billy had just given me a pair of goggles for the occasion. They were hardly necessary, after all it wasn't like we had been on the open-air deck on a sailing ship, or one of those impossible flying vessels that seemed to be little more than propellers and dreams holding up the impossible bulk, but I like how they look. There was also the convenience that they seem to allow the wearer to swap out lenses, which is good because they seem a bit dark for my tastes.

  Jack's plan had everyone working, which kept the panic down, but no matter how good an idea seemed while it was being pitched those half ignored fears tended raise up at the last moment to sink hold.

 So then, as captain of this ship what shall my duties be? I suppose the logical choice of tasks right now would be to consult with Navigation, check with the rest of the ‘fleet’ to make sure our intended course wasn’t going to bump into anybody.

 It was eight hours till launch and no word from on high on what each would be doing. Maybe I was letting this whole 'captain' thing get to my head. Lets face realities. I was drafted to act as the lead man on ship with a skeletal crew that was going to act as an attention getter for things that had murder on the mind.

 Doing what I could to remain dignified despite my stomach doing back flips and my nerves feeling shot, I slowly made my way to the radio room. Those that I passed shook their heads as they saw me, but didn't speak. Perhaps it was plainly obvious that I was ill, or perhaps they mistook my sickness for grim determination. I hope the latter.

 

 Snapshots of the battle of Ashton

We rose, more or less as one massed force, from the airfield. Most felt everyone was too crowded, but we were far enough apart so that one ship wouldn't have caught everything around it on fire.

Shots fired at us. One ship down. Several returned fire to hold their attention while the city's guns repositioned. Spotters confirmed one of the machines were destroyed. One ship down and several others with holes punched through their envelopes. They wouldn’t be able to maintain altitude. Hoped they would manage to get away from here. At least the ‘crash’ would be a slow and relatively gentle thing.

Two other Machines sighted by other ships. Their equipment looked like it had failed. My ship had the best firing solution. Unconfirmed, but they were momentarily out of the fight. Felt bad for destroying buildings to do the job, but it beat trying to hit man-sized targets from where we were.

Ground forces ordered to move now that we had their attention.

Something hit the cargo compartment. Lost one of our gunners. Ship stable. 

Flash of white, can't see. Both receivers gave nothing but static. I ordered us to retreat at best speed. Glad the Gholem amongst the crew seemed less affected. Dizzy. Heard screaming. Think it was my own.

 

Fallout

 Ashton is gone. 

  Just.   

  Gone. 

  Flash of light.

  Pillar cloud shaped like enormous tree.

  Numb. Can’t process.

  Can't think straight. 

 Everyone else is in same condition.

  Must be strong for their sakes. Have to take charge.

  Don't want the responsibility. Want the world to go away.

  Dead Madmen from another age did.

  Wasn't destroying their world enough?

  Must they put ours to the torch too? 

   Must we suffer for their sins unto the last generation?

 

 Later

 Other than expected wounds, infections from those wounds, airsickness, and emotional trauma, no unexplained sicknesses. Still think that might have been one of those city destroying Bombs my history professor talked about. Don’t know how else it could have happened. Even with damage from our guns it couldn’t have bee this bad. 

 'My' ship had been one of the lucky ones to survive the attacks. I would like to say that we had done some good, but in my bleaker moods I thought back to standing safe in my ship while the town burned. That wasn't entirely true. There was nothing that could have been done by any of us in the air. Our ships would have gone up like torches and likely have rained burning debris down on the heads of anyone that somehow managed to survive.

 We scattered, and were to have met at Signal Hill because storms in and around Milton. We'd reached Signal Hill only to discover that they had also been hit and, like Ashton, had been reduced to a blackened cinder. All sense of coordination went to pot when the group that had fled by ground scattered despite best efforts by those put in charge of keeping everybody together. 

 

 Date Unknown

 Time passed. A week? A Month? None cared especially. We were stopped by Eastern Republic troops. They saw our people moving and, despite repeatedly pointing out we had broadcast our situation on the hour every hour for three days prior, decided it was an elaborate cover story for an invasion that they had just interrupted. Idiots should never be given power of life and death over anything, for they will abuse it as this paranoid commander had with us.

 Could we have fought? We could have, but our spirits were broken. 

 We let ourselves be rounded up.

 We were broken into smaller groups of two dozen while vehicles came. There is comfort in that these men did every thing they could to keep families together. That small ray of light was a brief and feeble in the face of our group being forced to march alongside the troop carriers. Only the sick or those that could walk no further were allowed to ride, and then only after being beaten 'to make sure they're honest." I was one of these people. So was Billy after she tried pulling them off me. I will speak no more of it.

 Our captors took my journal from me, said it was to be examined for... What I can't recall, but considering they thought we were a military outfit I would presume. Once there we were examined by a local surgeon and apparently were judged to be in good health despite the beatings, no sleep, having been forced to march for the past two days, and other unpleasantness I don't want to record.

 When they made sure we were up to their standards of health they led us into a holding area where people would be taken from now and again, presumably for interrogation. This belief was bolstered by the fact whenever anyone returned they had, more often than not, fresh bruises.

 It was my turn. I was led away at gunpoint. My questions went unanswered. There was a heavy door that that closed once I was on the other side.

 The man that talked with me, Colonel something-or-other, smiled at this matter of fact statement and leaned forward, switching off the recorder that sat between us and whispered in my ear that he regretted what he would have to do, and that he would try to arrange for everyone to 'escape' while in transit, complete with bullet riddled trucks and burnt and blackened corpses. No I will not ask or, if I can help about it, even think about where these would come from. I should ask. I should suspect a trap. On Reflection there were lots of things I should have done or asked, but that realization comes only with a clear head and rest.

 I possessed neither at that time, and am fortunate to have survived to write this. After this ray of hope was revealed he turned the recorder back on and flew into a rage directed at me. Had I not known different, I would have sworn on a stack of holy texts, his contempt that I would help 'subhuman gutter trash' escape the overflowing kindness of civilized society for a life of mis-gotten pleasure and perversions of human decency was sincere and as real as that of any slave-holder a century ago.

 I knew what I was required to sell to his commanding officer that his way of 'dealing with us' was the only way possible. To that end I played the part of screaming innocent; emphatically denying any wrongdoing while at the same time begging for leniency. I even got on my knees and begged. Every word I said then was truth. We did what we could to warn others before the attacks came. We weren't collaborating with anyone.

 I saw him wink at me before his boot caught me in the stomach. It hurt a great deal, and as expected I reacted accordingly. After all, pain is pain, and getting beaten is going to hurt regardless on if its for a performance or if the person on the other end is genuinely trying to 'educate' you. Oh it goes without question that he had gone soft on me, softer than others had gotten anyway. It still hurt.

 I prayed that the man wasn't lying. I didn't want to die. I didn't want any of the other's to die. We did nothing wrong save only that we wanted shelter from the devil's toys that were killing anyone left behind.

 Roughly a half hour later Billy was thrown in a spare room with me. She looked about how I felt, run through the wringer. She sighed and leaned against me and fell asleep. I hoped that he wasn't lying when he said he would help spring us, but there was that worm of doubt that made me think that there was a chance he had just told me that so that I wouldn't resist, possibly so I would give up names or places, or maybe, just maybe, he and those that worked with him actually believed our story and wanted to help us get back to our native soil.

 I said at the onset of this document I dislike the general Confederate attitudes towards gholem. I like how the Eastern Coalition has treated them even less.

 An interminable time later Billy and I found ourselves, along with several dozen others, lead to a small convoy of trucks. We were ordered (at gun point) to pile in the backs of. I was just grateful that the summer heat had finally loosened its grip. 

 Billy was in a different truck, so I wasn't sure how she was held up. If everyone else were any indication she was tired, confused, and by my own bruises she was probably hurt. No, tried to push it out of my mind. What you needed was to remain calm. If things worked like I hoped we had a chance to escape. If not, then I hoped we would have been able to fight our way free. Stupid to think that we would have been a match for them, but I refused to give up.

 The trucks stopped. We were separated from the vehicles. From the truck the guards rode in two bodies had been carried out and tossed in the backs of the ones we rode with before men approached with giant tanks on their backs. These men pulled triggers that were attached to gun-like things connected to these tanks. Each vehicle was then bathed in flame till there had been little left save for the metal shells. After they felt they had done enough damage they got back into the waiting vehicles.

 I don't believe it. They left. Our belongings were piled by us. Few had the things geared towards survival, but collectively we should be able to make something work. Along with what they had decided to return to us was a map that was 'dropped' by one of the troops that escorted us out.

 While I would have liked nothing more than to lay here for the next week and rest, I knew we needed to get moving. People would have eventually shown up. We were all tired. We hurt, but we lived and we had a goal. Escape wasn't much, but it had been a direction to push for. Time passed. I didn't know how much, but eventually we caught sight of a settlement. Hoped they were friendly.

 Eventually we stumbled, half dead and mostly starved, into a town who's name escapes me, but keep hearing the word 'Lasagna' whenever I try. We agreed to work off our debt if we were fed and given a place to sleep. They could have turned us away, but instead took us in. Deus show them charity for having helped us.

 

 November 5

 Slices of Normalcy.

 We left 'lasagna' three days after we arrived. At the time we felt we risked too much by staying. There had been some argument over if we should have stuck together, or scatter and trust that we won't be followed. There had been no news here in Jefferson about the attacks on Ashton, nor were there more than whispers of a people that had dared God by opening things that He had made us forget.

 In this case I considered no news good news. While we didn't have papers appropriate for that part of the continent those of us that decided to stay for the winter had skills that kept us fed and sheltered. I was fortunate enough that Jefferson's several radio stations needed someone of my skills to keep their transmitters running. It was tedious and sometimes dangerous work, but it kept Billy and I fed. Eventually it would buy us a ticket out of here in the spring. Sadly Billy's luck hadn't been as good as mine, and for the time I supported both of us. It hadn't been as bad as it could have been. I just wished I had found out if any of the other groups had made it to safety. 

 While I worked as a freelance repairman between stations I had the opportunity to listen to what was going on in the wider world. If my count was right all but four of the machines were destroyed, and even those four could have gone up with Signal Hill or Twin Peaks. Deus, Twin Peaks? They had been able to travel fast.

 Four left out of forty. The idea that any still around scared me, but only four. I could live with that. It was unfortunate my privileges don't extend to the frequencies these towers work on; else I could have done more than listen. At least what news I had gotten was good. 

 Billy had breakfast ready for me when I got off work. She wasn't a home-body by nature, but she tried to help me keep from crumbling under the workload and stress of what's happened since we fled. I kept her what I've learned and while we eat we discuss what our next step should be. 

 This is not the end for me or Billy, not by any stretch. This is just where I stop sharing the narrative of my life. I hope you had managed to take as much from reading about it as I had to in living through it.

 

 Printer has agreed to our payment method and Julian's secured a means of distribution. We leave this portion of our lives as memorial to the twin cities of Belleburg and Ashton, both gone now, though by this point stories have managed to filter even this far away. 

 Where will we go? West I think. We have crew positions on the Ladyhawk and the man in charge seems to want to move out west. Not a single idea why, but we are all still young and have seen what life can throw with less than a moment's warning. In time I think Julian means to settle down, but for now we are both content with the idea of having a grand adventure touring the Continent. We may die tomorrow. We may find Treasure and Fortune. Sounds like fun!
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