The fatigued door practically blasted off its rusted iron hinges. Natural light flooded the dingy little bar; it’s corrugated tin walls showing the haste with which the building had been constructed. Several patrons pulled their coats closer and held their drinks a little tighter. The bartender gripped his broom and hurried to a corner. The two men who had abused the door so heartily stomped their way in. The one with messy brown hair spoke up first, “Listen up, we’re here for a guy. Tell us what we want to know, and nobody gets arrested… or worse.” A thug at the bar decided against offering anything up besides his fists. The brute and his friend rushed at the men, fists flying hoping for a drunken brawl. The brown haired man, in one fluid motion, caught the large man with his foot and hand, and fell to the floor, flinging the giant out the open door behind him. The darker haired and taller man dispassionately froze the skinny thug in his tracks by brandishing a pistol looking weapon in his face, and took the opportunity to punch him square in the jaw. Getting up and dusting his t-shirt off, the messy haired man gave a chuckle “Anybody else, or can we get what we came here for.” Three more brawlers at a table in the far corner roused themselves, joining the fray just because there was the opportunity. One promptly received the butt of the auburn-haired man’s rifle. The other two hit each other at high velocity due to a simple dodge by the pistol man. “They never figure it out, King” said the rifleman, returning his weapon to the strap over his back. “They don’t respect the fact that for somebody to hire us to collect a bounty, we’d have to be pretty good at it al-Look out!”

By this point, the disturbed owner of the bar had come in from its back yard with a shotgun. He wasted no time planting two rounds in the front wall, causing patrons to hit the floor and cover their heads, and the two invaders to dive for cover in the front of the bar counter in the middle of the room, and arm themselves. King had his gun at the ready, but hesitated “I’d rather not shoot this guy, Chase!” 

“Got another idea!?”

“Just maybe, cover me.”

The bar owner was holding his position in the door at the rear of the building, only a few feet from the bar counter. A sort of stalemate had developed between the two parties. King deftly worked a bar stool loose from the ramshackle base of cheap floorboards, and signaled to Chase to help him. On a silent count of three they arced it over the counter, catching the owner off guard with the unusual attack and knocking him down. They jumped the counter and disarmed the man who didn’t feel like offering additional resistance and just pointed toward the back door.

King and Chase stepped through the door back into the cloudy daylight of Boston’s skyline, or rather modern lack thereof. The fenced area they had walked into appeared to be a small scrap yard. There were tires and bits of metal littering the grounds. An old car sat sadly derelict next to the back fence. Crates towered all over, stacked quite haphazardly. 

“Our guy is hanging out here?” King asked, unsurely.

“You think so many folks would defend this ground for nothing? He’s gotta be here, and he’s been supplying them.”

They fanned out and began looking under and behind stacks of scrap. As they approached the back of the yard, the scrap became older and more corroded. King mused on the age of some of this material, wondering if it had been setting here since long before the new age. He wondered how long it would continue to sit here discarded. His thoughts were broken by Chase, who was hollering about a large tower of metal near the rear corner of the lot.

King waved as he headed over. Chase pointed, “It has a door, has to be our guy’s little hideout. Kinda clever if you ask me.”

“Living in a junkyard behind a bar. If this fellow was stealing to make his life better he sure didn’t plan it out too well.”

“Why don’t we ask him what he was thinking?” Chase threw open the little metal doorframe revealing a hastily hollowed area in the mountain of scrap. The man inside dropped the bar of something marked ‘rations’ that he was eating and threw up his hands.

“Guess he knows why were here,” Chase mused “Ok fellow, you just gonna come with us then?”

The thief frowned “No, ya can’t bring me in, I’m just doing this to get real food for my family. You gotta believe me.”

King also frowned “Chase, he’s not lying. He wouldn’t be here if he was stealing for himself.”

Chase looked hard back and forth at the two men. “Got a better suggestion?”

King merely looked down at the ground.

“What he did is against the law, so what we’re gonna do is our jobs. We’re gonnna bring him and get our pay.”

If anything the thief’s frown got deeper. “I’m not a violent fellah. Dun make me do anything please.”

“Look guy,” said chase “We’ve got you outgunned and in a bad spot. We’re not violent unless somebody else forces us to be either, so just come on back with us.”

King had a better eye for details however. “Chase, remember what this guy stole?”

“Militia magic bands or something if I-” and then it dawned on him “Jump!”

The thief had decided to move preemptively as well, and was now generating a steam of flame out the doorway, scorching the area where Chase and King had been moments before. The two men backed away, taking cover behind different hills of scrap as frost and flame arced all around them. Chase began issuing rounds from the rifle, most of them being melted or frozen in the air by the magic, but the odd shot landing close enough to the thief to cause him to take cover as well. King began flanking to the side, running between cover, largely unnoticed. Chase continued to back off, outgunned by the projected flame and spears of ice. The thief slowly advanced in unison, pushing forward between any pile of scrap he could use for cover. Finally, Chase’s back was up to the fence of the yard.

“Tried to warn ya, now didn I?” The thief hollered, “Just trying to improve me and mine’s lot, weren’t hurtin nobody before now.” Angry and desperate, the thief whipped up a fireball, preparing to finish Chase. Unfortunately for him, the mountain of crates he was standing in front of collapsed, as King kicked a supporting column out of the way. The thief was knocked unconscious immediately, and pinned under boxes to boot. King moved in to quickly disarm the man, taking off the magic bands he’d been wearing on his wrist. Chase just slumped against the fence, relived to be quite alive.

“Heh, thanks for the save. Twice. Shoulda figured that guy would use some of the bands himself.”

“I do what I can.” King said flatly. “I guess we still have to bring this guy in if we want to get paid.”

“Like the guy said to me, just looking out for me and mine. I believe he honestly meant that, but it doesn’t make what he did right.”

“Yeah, I suppose so.” King answered.

He helped Chase up, and they picked the thief up and headed for the exit.

***

“All I’m sayin” Chase grumbled “is that they have resources of some kind, and building material is cheap. They don’t have to keep their building in such crappy repair.”

King surveyed the crumbling walls and was inclined to agree. One of the fatigued chains holding a faded sign hanging from the roof suddenly snapped as if to lend timely support to Chase’s complaint. King resisted the urge to laugh out loud as Chase simply sat, mouth agape, pointing at the sign. Finally, breaking the silence, the hallway door opened and a young woman entered. King recognized the short dark hair and long well kept black coat at first glance. She flashed an ID at a faceless figure behind the front check-in windows, and joined the two men, sitting on dingy waiting room seats.

“Yes, hi to you too, Chase. Yes, I see the sign. Yes, ha ha, I have no idea how people will know this is the bounty hunter’s guild now either, without the sign. Have I covered everything?”

Chase took the opportunity to finally lower his hand and shut his mouth.

“You’d never believe the timing of that support breaking” King finally answered, “Like right as he opened his mouth.”

“So, the highlight of you two’s day then?”

“Pretty much. The new republic of Boston apparently can’t afford to pay its bounty hunters in real food anymore. We just get those magi-rations and some Bux.”

Chase, ready to complain at the drop of a hat, joined right in. “ ‘Boston Bux’, no you can’t redeem them outside city limits, no you can’t exchange them for gold, yes we print off more as it’s convenient for us.’ ”

King frowned “So yeah, I’ve lost my last reason to do this job. We’re not working for the public good, and we’re not getting paid in anything useful. Hell, You can get magi-rations just for proving you’re half or more human really.”

“Useful for the monster or mutant on the go” Chase added, chuckling.

The young woman exaggerated her snap back to attention “ ‘-And that was Chase and King, Boston’s only clowns slash bounty hunters.’ ”

“Charming as ever, Nami.” Said King, before grabbing his worn, short brown jacket from the seat back and placing it over his front as a blanket. “I think I’ll take a little siesta here while Chase talks your ear off.”

“Hey, you’re so cool man,” Chase shot back “Maybe I just won’t wake you up when they call us.”

“So then you were planning to talk my ear off?” Nami asked, a hint of seriousness creeping through.

“Oh, you two-” Chase fumed for a moment “- Yeah, let’s all just be silent and mysterious, maybe people will mistake us for social outcasts and we can slide through life while Chase does all the talk– wait, that’s me.”

“Hey, I’m not silent, just terse. What’s more, I don’t work with you.” Said Nami

“I’m asleep and have no opinions on this subject.” King added helpfully. He wished he had a classic cowboy hat to pull over his face, to complete the illusion.

“Mark my words, there’ll come a day when you two get stuck without me and have to talk to other actual humans by yourself. That’ll be a misadventure.”

“Remember the part where I don’t work with you?” Nami questioned.

Finally, the loudspeaker rang to life. “West, Nami. Daniels, King. Freeman, Chase.” Nami and Chase jumped up, heading to the rear door of the waiting hall. King slowly slid out of his seat, crouched on the floor for a moment before finally committing himself to getting up. He slowly paced the length of the tiled, fatigued floor, entering the dark room at the end. He sat himself in the even more Spartan chair at the end of a cheap polished table. The curiosity over the job momentarily overcame the annoyance gathering in the pit of his stomach. Chase was already arguing with the city’s new official.

“All I’m saying is there was no reason for you guys to replace the nice lady. I don’t even know what I’m gonna call you yet.”

“That sounds like your problem to me” The official went on in monotones “I’m just here to explain assignments.”

“See, the nice lady did the same thing, but it was service with a smile!”

The bald official purposefully deadpanned.

“I guess I’ll just call you boring guy and be done with it.”

Nami cut the conversation short “Chase, stop antagonizing the civil servant and let him give me my job”

“Thank you, ma’am.” He pulled down a screen and set a small slide projector on the table. “Although it’s technically for all three of you.”

Nami grimaced, almost directly getting a laugh from Chase.

“This” the suit said, inserting the first slide, which pictured a beautiful storefront “Is a suspected speakeasy. They’re trafficking illegally obtained real food, and inviting the criminal underground to come have a meal in privacy in exchange for protection.”

“Meanwhile, you guys can’t bother to give us even bread for stopping this kind of violation.” Chase cracked.

“You know, if you weren’t so focused on the negative, you’d realize that rations kept an entire city from starving.” The suit pointed out, carefully.

“I’m starting to think I’d rather actually go hungry rather than eat magic enhanced cardboard one more time. You still feel empty too”

“Sounds like your problem again. Anyway, your job is to gain clandestine access to this establishment. We want a directory of faces of potential organized crime members.”

“Why does this take three of us?” Nami asked “Wouldn’t one be better for stealth?” She added, hopefully.

“Sorry, the reason that we requested three of you is we’ve already obtained information on an organized crime group you could use to create a false identify.” He replaced the slide. “You may be familiar with Mr. and Mrs. Juliard, and their good friend Johnny the Monster.”

“The latter’s reputation precedes him.” Chase frowned, “They say he killed one of those eh, what do they call them, squid demons, with his bare hands. Pure muscle.” 

“Well,” continued the suit “Deepest darkest rumor has is they skipped town last month for ‘bigger and better things.’ Didn’t even tell their friends they were leaving. We’re betting most of the organized crime in the city doesn’t even realize they’re gone. Namedrop at the door and try to get in and set up to be there for the evening.”

“We’ll need some help looking the part.” King spoke up “I dunno about those two, but the only pair of duds I own is on my back.”

“Go see the reclamation department about it, I’ll let them know.” The bureaucrat leaned in and lowered his voice “One more thing. If anything gets out of control, just cut and run. No sense in getting one or more of you killed just to list a few more faces that will go into hiding over your death’s anyway.”

“Standard fee, et cetra. We know the rest.” Chase finished.

Chase and King sat on the faded curbside, blankly focused on the carless road. Chase munched on a ration bar, doing his best to avoid tasting the composite substance’s cardboard filler. “I hate this kind of jobless waiting” King offered, trying to help distract him. “I think I’d rather be overworked.” 

“I’d help you run a nice farm if only the sinkholes didn’t make it so futile.” Chase shrugged.

“Like I could get you to make an honest day’s living even if there was work.” King chuckled

At last the doors behind them burst open and Nami flipped her dark hair angrily trying to slam it behind her. Unfortunately the leftover hydraulic arm prevented it from doing anymore than eliciting a hiss and left her more frustrated. 

Chase worked hard to avoid snickering, but King was more sympathetic “What’s the fluster about, gal?”

“You know very well the damn assistance department closed an hour before our department opened. Probably the same suit running both. Now we can’t start work until tomorrow and I’m left to coordinate with you two jokers all the longer.”

“I realize we’re unpleasant in many senses of the word.” Chase offered “But even that doesn’t usually cause door slamming with you.”

“Forget it, get lost and get up here at nine tomorrow. Hell, earlier.” She demanded of them, before stalking off.

By now, Chase was sure he had absorbed enough nutrients to live on and threw the remainder of the rations away with a twisted face. “Forget it. Sunrise at Ernie’s tomorrow then?”

King sighed “As usual.”

“Some day you have to show me this pad of yours, eh?

“Sure, some day. Right now I need some time to breathe. See ya tomorrow morning.”

“Be Well” Chase offered, heading off to the south.

King finally pulled himself from the curbside, and tore open his own ration pack. He found that walking while eating took his mind off the gummy texture and sawdust taste. Walking east, he turned north toward the old highway overpass. As he left downtown the buildings became less ramshackle and more carefully maintained. Chiefly they were smaller and required less joint industrial work to maintain, allowing them to be more carefully preserved by individuals even as the world fell into disrepair for a time. After a bit of rooting around, King finally arrived at what he was looking for, an old service door beneath a crumbling highway overpass. He jimmied open the failing rusted lock deftly and swung the steel edifice open revealing a services room behind it. He carefully closed it behind him and quickly flopped on a makeshift pad on the floor at the darkened rear of the room. He jumped up almost as quickly by the foreign touch and warmth of skin. Stumbling a bit in the dark, he reached for where he had left and old flashlight and clicked it’s weak bulb on. Shining the stream of light into the back of the room, he caught a thankfully familiar sight.

“Priestess, I know I’m an old school sot, but you may not use my bed without asking me.”

The young women, perhaps in her twenties, slowly and gracefully rose from the mat. She draped a short light robe adorned with symbols of new mysticism around herself, She quickly fixed up her red blonde hair and addressed him

“My apologies, I knew you were in need of council, I was merely tired when I arrived and hoped to wake before you arrived.”

“No offense but I usually seek company when I want it. Still, as ever, you’re not entirely wrong.”

“I am an oracle am I not?”

“Far as I can tell anyway.” He shifted, almost uncomfortably, “So what specifically brings you here?”

“You’re starting many long paths tomorrow, I came to bid you goodbye and good luck – and to listen to your worries one more time.”

“I don’t even presume to know what that means.”

She dropped her vacant expression for a moment “Some days I’m not sure either.” She resumed her distant gaze, which seemed to pierce the thick walls of the old structure. “I simply to interpret to the best of my ability, and place faith in magic guiding my hand.” 

“It’s interesting that magic has me going on a trip, seeing as I don’t even know about any such journey yet.”

“Your friend Ernie can forecast the weather from facts and figures, is it such a stretch to believe some can see the flow of events?”

“I realize I know just as much about meteorology as being an oracle, but to me the former is less of a stretch, it’s based on principles that I could learn if I so chose.”

“Emotion is no less learnable- King. The harness is different but it is still a horse.”

“I guess I get it, as ever. Maybe one day things will get better and I can put some of this teaching into practice.”

“I hope so too- King. You honestly have no idea of what journey you’re to set out on?”

“Sorry, as far as I know, I’m just going work like always.”

“Still the same worries?”

“Don’t you already know?”

“I’d rather hear it from you”

King sighed “We brought in a guy today who was just trying to make things better for his little enclave. He did the wrong thing to get there, but I kinda wish we could leave folks doing these things for the right reasons.”

“And tomorrow?”

“Sounds like some real jerks for a change. I guess I won’t know until I get into it a little more.”

“But?”

“But I’m still not happy with doing this job.”

“So why still do it?”

“Because I’m the son of a farmer in a world where farming is impossible. I have no other skills and I like to eat.”

“And here we reach the same impasse every time”

“That we do priestess. You come to reiterate that I should open my mind to the possibilities again?”

“I still believe that if I reiterate the message enough times it will some day leave an impression. Hopefully tomorrow brings that day, but I will leave you to your rest.”

“Preaching aside, if I’m leaving, will I see you again?” King asked with concern wavering in.

“That, I think, is up to you. I would dare to hope so, however.” She answered, stepping out the opening.

King Shut the large hinged service door, wondering for a moment how the oracle had gotten inside with the lock still in place. He shrugged it off as either a cheap magic trick or a small duct access he hadn’t ever bothered to check out. Flopping down on the floor pad, he worried about all the things he supposed that he should, and yet nothing in particular bothered him as he dozed off.


The air was a little chilly the next morning and the cold sinking into his makeshift shelter roused him up. A little cheap watery coffee heated over an old lantern battery powering a coil helped him clear his head and at least added some warmth if nothing else. He was proud to have found that bag of the stuff long ago, but it was nearly at its end and he guarded the days he used the beans and the amount he ground up carefully. He wished for a heavier covering than his jacket to throw on briefly, as he opened the door and felt the wind whip by, not stingingly cold, but not warm either.


Ernie’s was a morning bar of sorts. True alcohol was scarce as anything else, so it was reserved for the evenings, but industrious people had long since found magical alternative, putting themselves or each other into a stupor purely by expending a little willpower, a crowd of unemployed, layabouts, and junkies gathered at establishments to while away the waking hours. Ernie’s was one of the nicer such bars, to the point of having friendly semi-employed regulars and a running series of morning bets.


The house favorite bet was on whether a Diviner or Meteorologist could better forecast the weather. There were various brackets for number of days and the various levels of exactness with which the weather was predicted. It was general knowledge that the Meteorologist could be more exact about the next day, but the Diviner was better at predicting the general changes five days out. Nevertheless, the house put good lines on their exactness and took in a fair bit of black market currency and other trade goods.


King arrived just in time to join Chase with the crowded mass shouting to get their bets in. The most loved of the weather bets was the general forecast of the next day. With the assistance of a healthy line, odds were close to even. King waved to a couple of familiar faces in the crowd and pulled out a carefully wrapped fifth of silver. 


“Pure valuable metal, on the Diviner for the one day general.”


He drew a couple of whistles, not for the metal, which he was betting in relatively small amounts, but because the crowd knew his long standing betting preference was on the meteorologist. 


Chase laughed at him “Well well, find some faith?”


“No more than usual.” He talked too fast to let Chase start. “Yes she was using my place again. No, we didn’t do anything, you lecherous hump. No, she’s not responsible for the bet. Am I doing good so far?”


Chase looked at him appraisingly “How do you and Nami do that?”


“It ain’t hard, you always say the first possible obvious thing.”


“Speaking of she-devil, we can’t stay long. She said nine right, and it’s already like eight.”


“Right. I guess I can’t check that bet until tomorrow anyway.”


Starting down a street into the poorly maintained downtown, Chase couldn’t help but laugh “If you had a fifth of silver sitting around, why didn’t you just buy that cowboy hat you wanted.”


“What, and not have it when I need it?”


Chase just shook his head. “Priestess told you something good, even if it wasn’t to bet. What do you know?”


“Well, don’t freak out, but apparently I’m going somewhere.”


“Oh cool, where?”


“Don’t know, didn’t last night, and the Priestess didn’t either, but she was sure. She’d come to say goodbye.”


“Well that’s ominous.”


King scratched an itch through oily hair.


“You don’t seem bothered”


“Not goodbye like ‘see you on the other side’ just goodbye like ‘I’m taking a boat south.”


There they were again, at the large public building. The glass doors were locked and the place was dark still. Chase pulled a ration bar out of his back pocket and dropped to the curb. For a moment, he took a bite, and tried to ignore the taste as ever. Even with the awful dryness, he stopped mid chew as the hairs on his neck stood on end. Through a half full mouth, he carefully spoke.


“King.”


King already had his weapon out of its holster, the other hand trying to smooth down the back of his neck. He scanned the horizon, eyes trying to penetrate the buildings for some physical clue as to the location of the static in the air they we’re suddenly feeling.


Chase swallowed quickly. “I’m going to stand up slowly.”


He carefully and steadily rose from the spot on the curb, afraid of offending the presence before he could get his rifle off his back and armed. Very slowly he worked the weapon’s strap around his body, moving it over his shoulder and in front of him. The long barreled weapon was still no good pointed down, but he was able to deftly unhook it, only to hear King sigh in relief.


“What, all that and it moves on?”


“We were armed. It’s animalistic, but not entirely unable to learn. Somebody probably put a few holes in it already.”


“Goddamnit, isn’t this why Boston has soldiers?”


“Like you can watch every hole in the city walls.” King frowned.


“Hopefully somebody else feels it coming and adds a few more.” Chase grumbled.


“We should track it down. It’s gonna kill somebody for lunch more than like-” King stopped and both men had their weapons in their hands ready as a blood curdling sound, like a mix of howl and screech rang out and slowly descended into gurgling.


On guard, their weapons were raised as a hand waved around a corner several buildings down warning them not to shoot. Hard to see too clearly at this distance, a long coat defined the person dragging something heavy around the corner. 


“I’ll be.” Chase whistled as the human figured hauled a grotesquely rippled sack of purple skin out from behind the corner. 


“Figured it was a new-wolf.” King frowned “How the hell does a squid demon get inside the walls?”


“She really is that pissed about working with us.” Chase muttered, half attempting to joke, upon identifying who was hauling the abomination.


They took no action, watching as Nami drew closer, lugging the large wrinkled hide of the creature behind her. King thought of offering help a time or two, but Chase was largely right, better she drag a load than chew them out. Nami deposited it in a heap in front of them.


“You’re the experts, can we eat this.”


King dragged his foot through the dirt. “Nope. It ain’t poisonous or anything, just no nutritional value to speak of. It’s like trying to eat a tire.”


“Useless.” Nami frowned, kicking the thing. “The bureaucrats can worry about cleaning it up.”


“Not that your feeling vengeful or anything,” King began “but why punish them?”


Chase wisely kept silent for once.


“It’s not your problem King.”


“I know this job they lined up is a little outside your usual assassin thinking, but it’s easy enough. Yet here you are stomping around since yesterday like they killed your dog.”


“It’s make-work, King.”


King just shrugged his shoulders


“They’re just keeping us doing stupid little run-around gigs because they don’t have anything real for us to do anymore. They couldn’t pay us if they did. They’re just really hoping to not have us jump over and do something actually useful for the people they’re trying to stop.”


“I don’t disagree on-”


“I’m out of here after this. I’d invite you to come too, but this is you and Chase we’re talking about, so-”


“Fair enough. Can we expect you to act professional today?”


Nami sniffed, kicking the monster’s lifeless body again. “I contract to a job, it gets done right.”


“Annnnd – we’re all here fifteen minutes early. Thanks guys.” Chase finally intoned, slumping on to the curb again.

