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CHAPTER ONE

“Y

ou attempt to diminish me with man’s idiocy? I have
no part in these conflicts.”
Her velvet voice travelled with the heavy smoke,
circulating the room from the large glass hookah on the floor. My
eyes, better adjusted to the darkness briefly flitted about the room. The
table between her and I was lit by the bright cracks between the boards
in what used to be a regular wall. The dust had yet to settle.
“Well? Did you not come here for my help?” Her pale legs
uncrossed, and crossed again.
I almost choked at her words. I did indeed need help – someone’s
help – but to say I came here looking for it was a bit of a stretch.
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This particular day had begun uneventfully; I performed my daily
ritual of shaking the sand from my hair, forcing myself to crawl out of
the small dark hole in the side of the abandoned stone building that
served as my sleeping space. Every night was restless, and sometimes
bruises formed from the rocks pushing the skin against my bones. On
the upside, my supplies tent was right outside, so I could slide in and
out of work every day without walking through the streets.
As the sun rose with the morning cry of another angry drunk in the
distance, I cleaned my glasses and prepared my table under the shade
of my tattered green makeshift roof. I pulled the random items from
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the box they’d been delivered in, setting them on the table as a display
for the public eye. I brought out my notepad and pen, and proceeded
to lean back in my lawn chair, waiting in barely concealed boredom
for someone to bother me as I munched on a stale granola bar.
Objectively speaking, my job isn’t the worst thing in the world.
As a Dealer, I make trades with junk of the better days, things most
people don’t even know how to use anymore. A military man would
drop off boxes of random things he or someone else had collected from
another dead town, and every week I’d be given the glorious
responsibility of dealing out this useless crap to strangers who could
offer something with an equal lack of value.
“But what can I do with it,” asked yet another bearded derelict.
“Many things,” I replied, “Should you ever need to shine your
shoes, there it is! If you have a cut, it’s a quick and easy cure.”
“I don’t know,” he said, squinting at the small tube.
“It’s just the thing to tame your beard.”
Still, as I explained the many uses of expired Polysporin to my
first customer, I thought it somewhat reassuring to know the militia
was taking it upon themselves to keep this place in relative order.
Since all communications and resources disappeared after the war,
they seemed to be the only ones with a real connection to the outside
world. I’d occasionally overhear people say that if anyone could find
the rest of humanity, it was the militia. Logically it made the most
sense, but I didn’t have much faith in what either group of people had
to say on the matter.
As far as I was concerned, the world was already dead.
I, being a reasonable person who intended to survive, learned to
adapt to the lifestyle of fear and borderline starvation with relative
ease. I kept my head down, always watching. Perhaps it isn’t so much
surviving as it is dealing. The smart survivors simply dealt with it. It
also helped that a small faction of the militia took enough pity on me
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to start me on the Dealer position before I had the chance to become a
senseless lost cause.
As the day progressed into an unbearably hot and dry hell, I
continued to languish in the chair, breathing in the dust and the scent
of carrion. On and off I found myself waiting impatiently for clueless
weathered men who suspiciously looked alike as they came and went,
staring greedily at everything, to make an offer or leave.
An old man who barely spoke English watched attentively as I
theatrically pretended that the rusted can opener in his hands had more
uses than just, well, opening cans.
“You see, if you only hold one side of the handle, and swing it
down with force, it hurts like hell. Perfect for fending off whatever
you hate.”
“It’s all rusted,” complained the elder.
“Well,” I dismissed, “rust is high in much needed iron.”
My goal was simple; the quicker I emptied my box, the quicker
I’d get a reward for my efforts. I glared daggers through my glasses
until he finally gave me the small chunk of scrap metal he had hidden
in his robes, which appeared to be in decent condition. I sighed and
recorded the trade as he shambled off in another direction. I never
understood why specific types of scrap metal were considered good
pay, but that’s one of the many weird things the militia demanded.
I resumed my reclining position, bitterly counting down the hours
until the sun would set. I was running low on a few supplies, mostly
food, and my only hope of getting it was when the militia man returned
in the night to take the inventory.
For some reason, my rewards were almost always canned food.
Ironically, I just sold the last can opener. I made a mental note to
request another one, although I knew it was useless; we never got to
keep anything for ourselves. Ah, well. At least there’s more than one
use for a rusted knife.
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This is where my story truly began; during this day’s long awaited
sunset.
As the end of the day neared, an emaciated bearded man came by
my sales tent. I was exhausted and just wanted to crawl into my hole,
so I pretended to take inventory in my little notepad.
He stood there in silence, staring directly at me with a burning
determination one might compare to a priest in the midst of an
especially preachy sermon. When it became clear that this man had no
intention of leaving me alone, I put the book down and sighed, meeting
his burning gaze as I asked, “What could I possibly do for you?”
I noticed with distaste that he reeked of old sweat, and the knees
were torn out of his grey overalls. Not that cleanliness was very
common anymore, but it was still cause for further aggravation. I
would have taken that moment to reflect on Al Khuwayr’s mostly
failed plumbing, but he interrupted the thought by raising his callused
hand to my face, revealing what looked like a grimy Discman.
I adjusted my glasses in silence as he impatiently waved it in front
of me. After another moment of my waiting for him to use his words,
he angrily said, “This is broken!”
“The Discman?”
“The very same.”
I tried to choose my next words carefully as I eyed this angry
creature before me, “Well, I’m not a mechanic.” I noticed with some
curiosity that the veins in his neck and forehead were pulsating.
“You sold it to me this afternoon! I don’t want a broken a Discman.”
I sighed again in exasperation and held out my hand, “I’ll see if I
can do something. May I?” I took it from his shaking hand and snapped
it open. I was surprised anyone would expect it to work at all with the
depressing amount of dirt encrusted in the cracks. I needed to look
like I was trying, so I popped open the battery case, which I found to
be empty. The more you know.
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He leaned right into my face, demanding to see why I’d stopped,
“Did you find the problem?”
I took a step back and showed him the empty space.
“You see that?” I pointed to make sure he didn’t miss it, “It needs
batteries.” Idiot.
He frowned at the item and back to me, seeming to give the idea
some serious consideration. After a moment of suspicious silence, he
straightened his back and nodded, “Well, put ‘em in then.”
I raised my eyebrows in mild surprise, “Pardon?”
His accusatory blue eyes stood out in contrast to his red sun burnt
skin.
“You don’t honestly expect me to just give you batteries.” I could
almost taste his angry sense of entitlement in the dirty air.
“Well why the hell not? It’s not my fault the thing doesn’t work.”
In my most patient voice I said, “Well it certainly isn’t mine,
either. In any case I don’t have batteries; you’ll have to look elsewhere.”
I made a move to turn my back to him, but he grabbed my shoulder
and held me in place, “You’re a Dealer, of course you have batteries.”
I slapped the offending hand away in annoyance, “There’s more
than one Dealer here, and we’re not all given the same items. So no, I
really don’t have your batteries. Which, I might add, you will need to
pay for regardless of how much you spent on the Discman.” Losing
my patience, I thrust the useless item into his hands and continued my
original task of pretending to take inventory.
He slammed his hand down on the rickety table.
Not to be intimidated, I spun around and thrust an angry pale
finger down the street, yelling, “Away from me, dirty man!”
Before I had the chance to turn my back on him, his brutal callused
fist connected with my face.
888
5

Burnt Grunge

When I came to, a military man was prodding my cheek with
his rifle. I turned my head slowly to see that my tent had been
ransacked. To my disgust, the man lay dead in the street, his eyes
still open and accusing. I glanced back up the gun, connecting the
dots immediately.
He really was an idiot; everybody knew better than to mess with
people treasured by the militia. Messing with supplies and supply
handlers was automatic death.
The tall man extended a black gloved hand and pulled me to my
feet, “Are you alright?”
The voice was young and sounded reasonably concerned, but I
could never be sure with the black reflective helmets they always
wore. They were like clones, armored black silhouettes of humanity.
I nodded to him dazedly and felt my face. That’s when I realized
with horror that my glasses were broken in half at my feet. I suppose
I should have counted myself lucky, this being the kind of place where
glasses didn’t just break; they shattered into your eyes. Still, for me it
was a very serious problem.
The man took a step toward the street, “Well, everything appears
to be in order. You can return to your post as usual tomorrow morning.”
I reached out, unsure how to make a request. Requests generally
weren’t made of anyone here, but it seemed mandatory.
He waited in silence, so I stated, “I need new glasses to read. I
won’t be as productive without them. . . ” I trailed off, hoping he
might finish the thought with a nod and promise of a replacement pair.
He thought a moment and said, “Glasses aren’t exactly common
here.”
I nodded, discouraged, “If there was another Dealer I could ask,
that would be great.”
The black helmet reflected my own bloody face staring back at
me, making me feel incredibly stupid for asking.
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He broke me out of my self-pity with a sudden wave of his gun
toward me.
I instinctively took a step back as he said, “No Dealers, but one of
our guys might have something. No harm in checking, right?”
I forced a relieved smile, desperately hoping he wouldn’t end up
shooting me by accident, “I’d appreciate that.”
He nodded, “Well, come with me then.”
I curiously followed him up the dirty road, passing a few closed
Dealer tents on the left side. There was a long stretch of broken
windowless apartments made of clay, the desperate crowds resting
within. Scrap metal made a distant scraping noise as an anorexic
dog laid on the sheet, chewing at what was most likely a human
bone.
I took in the sight of the mangy dog with slight pity; he was most
likely rabid. Garbage in the form of crumpled paper littered the roads,
occasionally rolling around in the heated night wind. I’d always
wondered where the crumpled paper kept coming from, since I never
saw anyone other than Dealers using it. Quite without pride I can say
most Dealers know what a garbage can is.
“Nice, isn’t it?”
I started at the voice beside me, unsure how to respond. These
people didn’t usually hold conversation with anyone, but I figured I
might as well make the time go by faster, “I think the Bible described
a place like this.”
The man’s laughter was a surprisingly pleasant sound, “You think
this is bad? You should see what it’s like out there.”
He motioned with his gun again, this time to the big wired gates
that sealed the exit of Al Khuwayr up ahead. Only crazy people and
the militia travelled beyond that point. Sometimes they never came
back.
I glanced at him curiously, “Have you ever gone out there?”
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“Yup,” His shoulders straightened with pride, “It gets pretty crazy.
It may sound surprising, but in some ways you’re actually better off
here.”
“Is that so. . .” It wasn’t really a question.
Things seemed to be looking up, so I asked, “Is anyone else out
there?” Nobody seemed to have an answer to this question, but
everyone wondered it. Everyone had a story.
The taller man turned into a narrow alley that smelled of cat spray
and mildew. Lovely. “In a way, sure.”
I was about to ask him what he meant by that, when he suddenly
stopped, “We’re here.”
The door we stood before was a dull and rusted metal that had
once been painted grey. There was a heavy rusted padlock and chains
for added protection, though why anyone would try to break in was
beyond me. Granted, it was in the militia’s quarters, but this specific
door didn’t appear to be anything special.
The masked man pulled a large metal key from his pocket and
proceeded to fiddle around with the lock, “One thing I never liked
about these gloves,” he muttered, “The smaller things are so much
harder to do.”
I nodded and waited for him to finish, “Like buttons?”
“Like buttons, exactly!”
I heard the telltale click of a job well done and sighed in relief. All
I wanted was for this to be over so I could get to my room and sleep
off the pain in my face. He wrenched the door open with an unpleasant
scrape, waiting with his hand on the door for me to enter.
I squinted into the darkness of the seemingly endless hallway,
stepping into the building with poorly concealed trepidation. I glanced
back to him as he loudly forced the door shut. Another silhouette
appeared on the other side, ready to relock it.
My temporary companion turned to me, explaining, “It’s not
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usually this dark. I wonder where the lanterns went. . .” Strange, he
sounded almost apologetic.
I turned forward once again, stepping right into the barrel of
another man’s gun. Frozen, I stared at the dark and intimidating figure
that seemed to tower over me. The helmet’s reflection moved from me
to the man behind me.
“Who is this?” The voice was gravelly and deep.
I remained silent, but inside I was irritated with the lack of
recognition. Not that I was anyone special, but it would have been
nice to at least be directly acknowledged.
My companion gave an exaggerated sigh before saying, “Relax,
Redgel. Dealer needs new glasses, so I’m taking him to the supplies
guy.”
The other kept his gun trained on me. Angrily he replied, “Nobody
comes in here for anything without the Madame’s permission.”
Curious, I asked, “Who’s the Madame?”
Grimly, the man behind me muttered, “From the looks of things,
you’re about to find out.”
I opened my mouth to question this further, but was stunned into
silence as Redgel’s gun smashed into my face. The explosion of pain
knocked me to my knees as blood gushed from my nose.
Bitterly, I choked out, “Why do things keep happening to my face?!”
The butt of his gun swung down and cracked the back of my head,
knocking me face down on the floor. As the world faded to black, I
heard their distant voices.
“Did he see how you got here?”
“What was I supposed to do, put a bag over his head? This place
has like five large buildings, and two are off limits. You really think
people haven’t figured it out?”
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My inner self preservation instinct fought hopelessly against the
tides of wakefulness as I shifted in my new and silent surroundings.
The first thing I noticed was the strange warming cracks of light in an
otherwise dark and dirty room. The second was that I was already
sitting.
I confusedly fell forward, catching myself on the small rickety
table before me. That’s when I saw her.
More specifically, I saw her legs. Curvaceously creamy, crossed
one over the other. Her left leg bounced lightly up and down in silence,
appearing impatient. My eyes blearily travelled up the rest of her, but
she was hidden in the darkness.
Her voice cut through the room as she asked, “How are we feeling
today?” I could sense the humor behind that strangely cruel tone.
Reminded of my sense of feeling, I brought a shaking hand to my
face, “We’ve had better days.” Somehow I could smell glass.
She chuckled before saying, “Well, boy, as I’m sure you know,
I’m the Madame.” She paused, waiting for my reply.
“Uh-huh.”
There was another silence before she asked, “You don’t know of
me, do you?”
Before I had a chance to respond, she explained, “I’m the leader of the
Militia, the true Guardian of Al Khuwayr, if you will.”
I found myself hating her voice, “So, you’re the leader of the
leaders?” Some leader she was.
“Yes, I’m the reason you people have managed to survive this long.”
I held up my hands in protest against her haughty words, “Whoa,
wait! Us people? Who are you to judge us when your underlings are
stealing and killing each other every day?”
I glared at the shadow, wondering if I was about to be executed as
I leaned forward, “Nobody’s heard of you, Madame, and nobody’s
rejoicing that they’re alive to watch everything fall apart. The least
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you could do is refer to the remaining humans as respectable
individuals who are doing their best to survive.”
Respectable. I was already inwardly cringing at my ridiculous
attempt to defend whatever the hell these people had become.
“You attempt to diminish me with man’s idiocy? I have no part in
these conflicts.”
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And that’s how I got here, trapped in some dark dusty room with
a bloody face and haughty woman claiming to be the leader of Al
Khuwayr. The Madame. I found myself missing the guy who’d
brought me here.
“Well? Did you not come here for my help?” So smug and expectant.
I let my eyes tiredly drop to the purple glass hookah she continually
inhaled from. It looked expensive, “I just wanted to replace my glasses.
I’m a Dealer you see –“
“I gathered that much.”
“Right, well as a Dealer I’m one of the few who can read and
write properly. I need my glasses to do that. I was brought here by one
of the militia to seek a replacement?” I let my voice linger questioningly,
wanting more than anything to just get the glasses and go.
She took another drag from the hookah and briefly seemed to
consider this, before asking, “What’s your name, boy?”
“Fenrick. Everyone calls me Fen,” I added, much preferring
simplicity.
“Do they?” Her mocking tone deepened, “You have friends,
then?”
“Not really, no.”
“Hm.”
The smoke was starting to get to me. I resisted the urge to cough,
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suddenly self conscious. I was desperate for something to break the
silence when the door behind me was loudly wrenched open.
I snapped my neck to see a masked man with his hand on the
frame. In a voice I immediately recognized, he asked, “You wanted to
see me, Madame?”
It was the man who’d brought me here. My heart leapt at the
strong possibility of being released from this near intolerable captivity.
I wasn’t sure if I could put up with this much longer.
The Madame coolly responded, “Close the door, Hans.”
He forced it shut, making the same horrible scraping noise I heard
at the front door. I shot him an offended look, thinking he was probably
staring at the Madame.
The reflection of the helmet shifted to me briefly as he apologized,
“Sorry, but the doors are too rusted to be anything but loud these
days.”
I wished he’d remove his helmet so I could see where he was
looking.
We both turned back to the woman before us in expectant curiosity.
She took another long drag from the mouthpiece and said, “I
understand it was Hans who brought you here.”
I nodded, waiting for her to let me go.
“That was against protocol.”
Hans bowed his head apologetically while I simply said, “Oh.”
Like I cared about protocol.
There was another brief pause before she continued, “The only
reason I’ve given you this much of my time is because of your Dealer
position, and overall lack of troublemaking.”
I nodded, waiting for the glasses.
“You seem like an intelligent boy, but the fact of the matter is I
don’t have glasses.”
My mouth fell open in disbelief, “Well then what –“
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I fell silent as her pale hand raised from the shadows, “You only
need your glasses to read, correct?”
I nodded, now expecting a sarcastic ‘count your blessings’ speech.
What she said next surprised me.
“As I’m sure you’re aware, my militia has encountered some
difficulties during their travels.”
I nodded again. Everyone was aware of this; in fact it was behind
a lot of the rumors about monsters in the desert. I wondered if she was
going to tell me what was really going on out there.
Her voice carried an almost pleasant note as she continued,
“You’ve been gifted in meeting me, and it might not be for nothing.
You may not continue as a Dealer. How would you like to continue as
part of the militia?”
The silence was deafening as I sat there, blankly staring at the
legs behind the table. The last thing I wanted to do was run around
in the desert with a black helmet and giant gun. I didn’t even know
how to use one. Although I didn’t want to admit it, my current job
was clearly over; meaning I’d have to embrace whatever gave me
purpose, as minor as it may be. Still, joining the militia was not what
I had in mind.
I protested, “I don’t know how to use a gun.”
Hans turned to me, supportively saying, “No need to worry about
that, we all get trained by someone who does.”
I turned back to the Madame as she interjected, “In this case,
Hans, it will be you.”
I glanced doubtfully at Hans’s reflective helmet, recalling the
haphazard way he’d repeatedly swung his gun around. He too seemed
confused by this.
He started to speak, but the Madame’s hand rose again, “Hans,
you broke protocol when you brought him here.”
He began, “Yeah, but – ”
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Her voice rose, both teasing and warning, “If you choose to bring
in a stray, you must be responsible for him.”
I quickly rejected the mental image of this faceless gunned man
happily telling me to sit with a dog biscuit in hand.
The Madame, in a stricter manner said, “You are as of tonight our
newest member of the Militia. Your training begins tomorrow, with a
small group that is heading into the desert. Hans, you’ll be going with
him.”
Hans proudly saluted while I nodded, distantly aware that I’d
never actually agreed to any of this. On the upside, I might be able to
find suitable glasses out there.
“You are dismissed. Take him to one of our rooms.”
He turned to me as I stood, suddenly aware of how sore I was. He
wrenched open the door, and as he waited I turned back to her.
“What if I die?”
I could almost see the smile from the shadows as she replied,
“That, Fenrick, is not my problem.”
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