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CHAPTER 1


“And here with us tonight is Doctor Chase Davey.” The presenter’s smile was wide and charming.

The camera panned to a middle-aged man, with a wide smile. His hair was lightly peppered with gray.

“Thanks Dennis, I’m happy to be here.”

Doctor Davey maintained his bright smile as he waited for the presenter to ask him questions. Internally, he was more relieved than he’d been in years. Despite the setbacks, the funding cuts and the threats from above… It had all been worth it.

“Tell me, Doctor,” Dennis, the television presenter for Channel Eight, brought the attention back to himself. “How long until this miracle is available to us all?”

Doctor Davey smiled just a little wider while straightening in his chair. “That’s just it Dennis. It’s already been supplied to us all.”

Like the choreograph stated, both men turned and looked back on the far wall, where a screen illuminated, showing a converted A490. Off the wings, it looked like a giant converted crop duster.

“Despite all those jokes about chemtrails,” Doctor Davey said, laughing awkwardly. “This is for the greater good. For all of mankind.”

Dennis froze as he looked at the screen. In the real world, he was somewhat of a sceptic. Here on the screen, though, he had built a reputation as being sympathetic and caring toward the scientific community. He was a beloved television presenter, and he couldn’t break his persona.

“You… You’ve ushered in a new age, haven’t you, Doctor Davey?”

“I sure have Dennis.” Doctor Davey turned to face the camera. The screen showed a whole fleet of converted A490 aircraft being directed to different parts of North America. “We call it, Evo. Short for the code for the project, Evolution two, point, oh. Our answer to every disease. Every mutating virus, every antibiotic-resistant bacterium, every genetic disorder. The next stage of human evolution.”

“And how exactly does that happen?” Dennis asked, keeping his tone light.

“We hijacked the rabies virus. It’s highly transmissible⁠—”

“Rabies?” Dennis jumped slightly, his mask almost slipping.

“Relax,” Doctor Davey held up his hands. “Think of a high-powered sports car. But you take out the engine and interior and put in an old diesel truck engine and convert the rest for storage. It still looks like a sports car, but it performs a far different role. That’s what we’ve done here with the rabies virus. Its transmissibility is the key to its success, but the virus itself is harmless.”

“I’m relieved to hear that,” Dennis smiled, trying desperately to calm his racing heart.

“You and me both,” Doctor Davey nodded. “What we put in that virus is an RNA engine. To re-write the code for what is human, without taking away what is most important. Can you imagine a world where the leading cause of death is simply old age? More than that, centenarians would be common. Healthy, to a ripe old age and beyond anything we could ever hope with modern medicine.”

“You sound like you’ve invented the fountain of youth,” Dennis laughed softly. Beneath the desk his hand clenched.

“Perhaps I have,” Doctor Davey sighed.

“Nothing at all like that whistleblower mentioned? The coverups, corruption and shortcuts?”

Doctor Davey grimaced slightly. “That… is an unfortunate situation, involving an individual no longer working for the company. And a singular event, related indirectly to an advanced trial that was since reworked and proven safe.”

“So, there is some truth to it all, then?” Dennis asked.

Doctor Davey gave a small shrug. “We found the benefits outweighed the risks even then. And we have refined things even further from that point.”
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“James!”

“Dad?”

“Grab your things! We are going!”

“Dad, it’s past Anthony’s bedtime⁠—”

“Blast it, James, we don’t have time!”

Old man Williams, James’ father, stormed into the living room. He had a greasy shirt on, indicative that he’d come right from work. His son, James, was already in his pajamas. At nine in the evening, little baby Anthony was already down for the night.

“Did you pack already?”

“Dammit, Dad.” James rubbed his face. “No⁠—”

“WHY NOT?!”

“WaaaaahhhH!”

“Fuck.” James glared at his father and stormed down the hall. Pointedly ignoring the dusty photograph of a smiling woman. Her stomach swollen in the advanced stages of pregnancy.

Old man Williams did no such thing. Pausing by the photograph, he pressed a kiss to his fingers, and then to the woman’s smiling face.

“Hey buddy, I got you,” James crooned as he opened the nursery door.

Old man Williams left the photo and followed into the small room. There, a three-month-old baby, recognized the grizzled older man as his grandfather and switched gears. Where once was screams, now came a burble of joy.

“Dammit, Dad,” James sighed, before passing his son over.

“I have him, you pack,” Old man Williams insisted.

“Dad… Is this… really what we need right now?”

Old man Williams stared at his son. “I’m not crazy, James. I know it sounds like I am, but I’m not. You need to trust me.”

“It’s not that I don’t trust you.” James crossed his arms. “It’s just a lot, if this blows over in a few months. I’ll lose my job. The bank is already threatening to foreclose if I don’t pay up, and I’m still waiting on life insurance.”

“James,” his father frowned as he cuddled the cooing baby. “If I’m wrong. I’ll sell my home and put all my assets into Anthony’s name. I swear it.”

James thought about his father’s words before letting out a long sigh. But before he could respond, there was a distant scream. Followed by a terrible sound that would haunt little Anthony’s dreams.

“SKREEEE!—”
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“EEEEEE!”

“Fuck,” Tony grunted as the brakes let out that horrible screech.

Even after all these years, it put him on edge. Dragging up the oldest memories he had. From before the world went to hell and back again. Sitting up, Tony reached for the cord that controlled the blind. With a small tug, light filtered through. It was barely sunrise and there was a chill in the air. Being this far north wasn’t always the most pleasant experience, and there was a storm on the horizon.

“Hopefully we don’t have to stop to install the plough,” he sighed and rubbed his face.

Swinging his legs over the edge of the bed, the floor was cold beneath his feet. There, he could see the small clock on the sink. This wasn’t the most luxurious room. Without a wife, kids or… since Old Man Williams died, there wasn’t a need for Tony to have much space. Necessity was key, and even being a team leader for external security didn’t give him special privilege. Unlike those who ran things at the front.

The world had changed. Drastically so. Enough that the true cause of society’s collapse had drifted into heated discussion and twisted debates. Not that it did any good. The only thing known for certain was that the end was inevitable. There was no happy ending. No quiet retirement. You contributed… or you got off the train.

With that in mind, Tony climbed to his feet. The clatter of wheels on uneven rails echoed around him. Things could be worse. This room was actually a converted passenger cabin. Unlike the poor bastards trapped in makeshift shipping crates. But they were Frankie’s problem to deal with.

Tony glanced up, frowning at the water rations. They’d been on the light side recently. A gallon didn’t go that far when you had to bathe with it. Tony kept his annoyance to himself as he put the plug in the sink and turned the tap. The water that came out was cold. With a washcloth made from an old torn up shirt and some homemade soap from Mrs. Finch in the room down the hall, Tony got himself cleaned up.

This wasn’t a glamorous world. But it was a life. Something that most people didn’t have these days. After wiping himself down, Tony pulled on an outfit. For the weather, he went for long pants. A heavy denim, handed down from Old Man William. With it went a plain gray t-shirt. From there, it was all business.

The belt he wore had a holster for his Glock 19. The weapon was sitting in a small box at the foot of the small bed. Tony retrieved it, checking the weapon over, before loading a full magazine into place.

That was the one thing that Tony really had going for him. Being a team leader and part of security gave him priority for ammunition. A scarce resource in the modern day. Not due to lack of existing stock, but due to lack of access to existing stock. There were bullets out there. You just had to find them. Which was easier said than done, with the evo’s walking around.

Most people didn’t know, or simply didn’t care. That was a complaint Old Man Williams always had. Nobody cared about history. He said those who failed to learn it were doomed to repeat it. Which was how Tony knew that this was all the fault of a mad scientist, pushing medicine he didn’t fully understand. By the time the full implications of what he had done were realized, the whole continent had been infected.

The lucky, like Tony, grew up healthy, strong and able-bodied to the point of a professional athlete. The unlucky…

“SKRREEEEEE!”

Tony winced and looked at the window, spotting the figure for only a moment. The twisted shell of a woman, screaming at the train as it passed by. It was common to see them in small groups. Hordes weren’t impossible, but the trains generally didn’t stop if one of those was around.

With a population of almost one-billion souls on this continent, only a few hundred thousand remained alive and sentient. The rest were either long dead… or still roaming what was left of this great nation.

Tony reached across and pulled the blinds shut once more. Weapon on his hip, he opened the door and stepped into the hall. This was the world now. Tens of thousands of people, crammed like sardines onto massive cargo trains. Colossal machines, built in a rush, before society completely collapsed. Built by hands, like Old Man Williams, which was the only reason Tony found a place aboard.

That was a long time ago now. And Tony had more pressing things to worry about. Reaching up, he flicked the little flag above his door, pushing it to the upright position. It was an indicator that the occupant had gotten up. Each carriage had at least one member of security. The first job of the day was to check for signs of life. When you got up in the morning, you raised your little flag. It let security know the room was clear.

Tony looked up and down, bracing against the wall as the carriage jostled from side to side on uneven tracks. Steadying himself, Tony looked back and forth once more. There were twelve rooms in this carriage. All of them as small as his own. Enough for a single person. And all of them, bar two, had their flags up. One at each end, just to make things annoying.

Tony had gotten to know his neighbors over the years. Some of them, at least. Young people would come through, find partners and move on to the family rooms in different parts of the train. Others would stick around for a time and get a new job, directing their usefulness elsewhere. The rooms had undergone a recent switch, though.

The first room to check held a younger woman. Bright, cheery thing. She’d given Tony some googly eyes, but he’d let her down. Since being infected, most people kept their youth. Despite looking like he was in his early twenties, Tony was almost forty, and had little interest in spending time with a nineteen-year-old.

Still, he had a job to do and made his way to the front. The door was closed up and there weren’t any sounds coming from within. He checked the flag, ensuring that it worked correctly. There was always the chance it hadn’t been put up right, or had broken and fallen on its own. When Tony moved it, the flag stayed where it was supposed to be, which made Tony frown. The flag system wasn’t new. Even kids knew about them and what they were for.

“Hello?” Tony called and gave the door a knock.

There was no sound from within. That didn’t mean anything, though. The early stages of an evo were subtle. It’s what made this job so much more dangerous, in the confines of a moving train. Everyone was infected. Everyone would turn into an evo. The idea was simply to put off that inevitability as long as physically possible.

“I’m coming in!” Tony called and reached for his keys.

Privacy wasn’t a thing. Not anymore. Not when a monster could be trapped in a small room behind a simple lock. That was a ticking time bomb waiting for an accident or for a concerned passenger to try something dumb. Worst came to worst, Tony would open the door and find the poor thing in an intimate position and have to remind her to turn the flag before he left. So it was all the more annoying when Tony opened that door… to an empty room.

“SORRY!”

Tony flinched and spun as a door opened behind him.

“There you are,” Tony sighed.

“I’m sorry,” she said with an exaggerated pout.

Her hair was a mess, the outfit hastily stuffed on. The man in the room looked as bedraggled as she did. Steve, if Tony recalled. He was an older fellow, though with the virus, most didn’t look it.

“First warning,” Tony glared at the young woman. “You’re on the floors tonight.”

“Wait, seriously⁠—”

“If you’re going to argue, I’ll make it a week,” Tony snapped. “This is a basic rule. I don’t care who you’re spending time with. If you’re not in your room, you hit the flag.”

The woman sighed and gave a small nod. “Yes, sir.”

“Tony,” he grumped. “Not a sir. I don’t drive the damn train.”

“Emily,” the woman smiled shyly.

“Emily,” Tony nodded. “Follow the rules, we’ll get along fine. But, I’ll come down hard on you just the same as everyone else. I don’t play favorites.”

She looked like she wanted to argue, but Steve made a noise and caught her attention. Giving Tony the chance to walk away.

“Give ‘em an inch. They take a mile,” he muttered, remembering his grandfather’s words.

The next door to check was one that Tony figured was easy. Mrs. Finch slept late some days. She’d be awfully apologetic when he’d knock and wake her. But that would end with him having an extra bar of soap. Which either he’d use, or trade for something else he needed.

Making his way down, Tony looked at the flag, giving it another check, just in case, before rapping his knuckles on the old woman’s door.

“Mrs. Finch?” He waited. Then knocked again. “Hello?”

“Excuse me,” Emily said.

Tony turned, pressing himself against the door as Emily squeezed past him. Only for the door to abruptly open. Tony fell back as a gurgling howl echoed in his ears.

The telltale screech of an evo was due to long-term exposure to the elements and a drying larynx. When an evo was fresh, their howls were far more guttural.

Emily screamed as Tony felt the evo grab hold of him. He kicked hard off the wall, knocking the evo to the ground. It gabbed at him, snarling and gurgling as it tried to bite and tear at him. Tony twisted, jamming his elbow under the evo’s neck.

Mrs. Finch stared up at him. Mindless hunger in her eyes. Her teeth gnashed as she batted at him with withered arms. She was old. Old enough to have been infected as an adult, which was why she had aged so naturally. Only to fall in her golden years to this beast.

“HELP!” Emily screamed. “HEEEEELP!”

Tony grabbed the gun off his hip and shoved it into the evo’s mouth. It burbled horribly at him.

And he squeezed the trigger.
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“Tony, heard you had an interesting morning,” Sacha said as Tony stepped into the feed cart.

The train’s answer to a cafeteria. A series of tall benches. It was a place to put your food and eat, without having time to sit and chat. It kept people moving in the never ending march, and feeding several thousand people. On a train several miles long, there were a few dozen of them. This was the closest.

“Mrs. Finch,” Tony said and sighed deeply. He set the tray of food down beside his fellow member of security. “Had to put her down.”

“No…” Sacha stared. “Oh bloody hell, you’re not kidding are you?”

Tony shook his head. “Gonna be a lot smellier in that carriage from now on.”

“She didn’t have any stock?” Sacha asked.

It wasn’t nice to talk about the dead like this. But that room would be scrubbed and occupied by this evening. There was always someone from further back, looking for an upgrade. A private room instead of a shared bunk was a hell of a step up, and in this day and age, there wasn’t the time to mourn.

“You’re alright though?” Sacha asked.

Tony nodded. “Not the first time that’s happened. Even if she got the jump on me.”

“Like your old ladies, huh?”

Tony barked out a soft laugh, despite the situation. “Nah. Real young one bumped me from behind. I fell into the door and it opened. Straight into the evo’s lap.”

“Damn, that could have been messy,” Sacha said and frowned.

“Few bumps. I’m fine.” Tony shrugged. “Anyway, what’s⁠—”

“Tony!” the third member of Tony’s security team, Donell called as he opened the door. “Got new orders!”

“Shit,” Tony swore and shoveled the remainder of his breakfast into his mouth.”
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“And they just left them?” Tony stared.

“I don’t know,” Alfred, the chief of security threw up his hands. “They didn’t specify the details, just that they had a team that needed a pickup.”

“No chance it’s pirates masquerading?” Tony hedged.

“None,” Alfred sighed. “Unless my ex-wife joined up, in which case it’s definitely a trap. Probably something poisonous.”

That brought a round of grins to everyone’s faces.

“That’s not the worst, though. We’re on a time crunch of our own,” Alfred sighed. “We’re behind schedule thanks to that rail repair we did. Our southern neighbors have caught up.”

“They didn’t slow for us?” Courtney, the final member of the team complained.

“Do they ever?” Alfred said shaking his head in disgust. “I swear if there weren’t pirates for them to hunt, they’d be the fucking pirates.”

I grimaced at that. Our southern neighbors, as we called them, were… interesting. We weren’t the only train out here on the tracks. It took a monumental effort to keep the whole system working. More than I could bother trying to comprehend.

The absolute worst part of the infection, was that evo’s could sense us. And not just in close proximity. The evos knew where we were… at all times, and at any distance, like some kind of hive mind from an old movie. Stopping for any reason would gather them to us. The larger the concentration of population, the faster it happened. So the trains sharing the rails all travelled in the one direction, keeping the major mass of evo’s walking around in the middle. I’d heard from some older folks, mentioning kiting in some zombie shooter, or whatever that meant. All I knew was that for the life trains like ours, it was crucial to keep equal spacing and to only stop when it was absolutely necessary.

So, knowing our northern neighbor had left people behind, and our southern neighbor was getting close, put us in a tight spot.

“How long?” Tony asked.

Alfred turned and plucked a rolled-up map off a shelf before spreading it over the table. It was a complete map of the old United States, with the rail line highlighted for greater clarity. Only a few miles on either side of the rails had been explored. At least in recent decades. The coast was only so far away, and the center of the nation was too dense with evo’s to be worth whatever you may or may not be able to find. Most of the internal rail network wasn’t maintained either. So if you took a carriage and borrowed an engine, it was anyone’s guess how far you’d actually get. Something the life trains wouldn’t risk.

“We’re here,” Alfred said, pointing to a spot between Grand Forks and Fargo. “If my ex was right, and she’d tell you she was, the team we’re looking for is here.” He pointed to a position just to the north of Fargo. “And our southern neighbors are already passing Grand Forks.”

“Well fuck,” Sacha grunted. “What else do we know?”
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“Alright everyone, standard grouping. We’re moving quick. Is there any problems?”

“No Tony,” the team echoed.

“Ammo?” Tony pulled his magazine and nodded when he saw it was full.

“Check,” the team echoed, doing the same.

“Spares?” Tony patted down his heavy jacket. It wasn’t armored, but there were numerous pouches for spare magazines.

“Check,” the others echoed, patting each other down.

“Medical?” Tony called.

“Check,” Courtney called, slipping the pack over her shoulders.

“Then I think we’re good.” Tony turned and looked over his team.

They each carried a sidearm. Most of them, except Courtney, carried a nine-millimeter. She carried a 1911. Then there was their main weapons. Courtney preferred to carry her Ruger 10/22. As the medic of the team, it made sense to keep her back from the front line. Sacha was the opposite, preferring a classic Remington 870 shotgun. Donell carried the iconic AK-47, leaving Tony with his AR-15.

All common weapons with access to large volumes of whatever ammunition remained. The days of collecting obscure weapons were long gone. If you couldn’t find the bullets, it was dead weight. Practically useless.

“We’re looking for a small team. Three people, a chief scientist and two guards⁠—”

“Scientist?” Donell asked.

Tony shrugged. “You know how our northern neighbors are. The point remains. We’re going to stop and search the western side of the rails. That’s where they were spotted last. Evo activity is moderate, so we’re moving quickly. Make some noise, find the team and bring them back to the train.”

“How are they getting back home?” Sacha asked.

“Not my problem,” he said with a shrug. “Probably take advantage of us being all pressed close like this and initiate a trade point on the way to Saint Paul.”

“We on duty when we get back?” Courtney asked.

“Hopefully not,” Tony said and then added. “If we’re lucky, they’ll stick em up front in the embassy.”

“We still have that?” Donell asked.

“No idea,” Tony grumped, before the light above the door flashed on. “That’s our cue.”

He checked his equipment once more. If they forgot something, they weren’t going to have time to get back on the train to find it. Along with the things he’d called for his team, Tony carried a few extras. Dried food for a night or two, a space blanket and a survival knife that came with extras, like a flint and a small saw. Not that he’d used them much over the years. The cold fusion reactor running the life train wasn’t really the kind of thing that shut down.

With a sigh, Tony grabbed the door handle and slid it open. The cold air cut into the room, making the others step back. Tony reached up to his forehead and grabbed the goggles placed there. They were tinted, and with the straps, they wouldn’t fall off if he had to run. They’d also protect his eyes from the wind and… anything else.

“Alright, let’s go,” Tony called and dropped to the ground.

The life trains were deceptively slow. Being as long as they were, it was a colossal effort stopping and starting them. Their top speed was also extremely low. It was likely the captain wasn’t actually going to stop this train either, just slow it to the point they’d be able to run after it before it got too far away.

That was a later problem, though. This area was a mess. It had the look of a military base. One of many along the rails, and like many, it had already been cleared of anything of value. That wasn’t the goal, though. Behind the base was where they were headed.

Tony jogged ahead, with Courtney behind him. Donell and Sacha flanked on either side. A few evos turned towards them, but their shambling gait couldn’t keep up and their numbers weren’t thick enough to bother shooting them.

The fence around the base had been torn down. The metal mesh was good for many uses. Construction, reinforcement, abundance of wire or even just to melt down easier than an engine block. Their team hurried along, passing between two large hangars. The doors hung open, and scattered debris within—remains of whatever old equipment used to be stored within.

“What do you think they kept here?” Donell asked.

“Nukes,” Sacha answered.

“You always say that,” Courtney grumped.

“And one day I’ll be right,” Sacha said, a smile clear in his tone.

“Quiet,” Tony ordered.

They fell silent, and for good reason. The distant screeching met their ears as Tony slowed down their jog.

“You can’t be serious,” Sacha said in annoyance. Although he made sure his voice didn’t carry.

“That sounds like a big one,” Courtney whispered.

“There’s plenty of open space,” Tony countered. “If we tag them and run, we can draw off the bulk. Get the scientist out and run back to the train. Once we’re on, we can get out of here.”

The team grumbled as Tony led them over a small rise. Even now, their proximity had triggered the horde. Several hundred of them. They were clustered around a small collection of buildings. It was never hard to figure out where survivors were located. Getting them out when this many evos showed up, that was the tricky part.


CHAPTER 2


Tony’s team knew their stuff. This was something they’d practiced dozens of times over. This world survived on a monumental amount of teamwork. Their new existence depended on it. Something even the pirates wouldn’t disrupt. Pirates needed life trains to survive, for them to subsist off. Each of the massive life trains had their own specialty. Or at least, their own quirks. Tony would hardly call their southern neighbors’ desire to fight anything they couldn’t fuck, a specialty. They were also the most likely source of half the pirates out there. Then again, they were also the ones who dealt with the pirates when they found them.

The northern neighbors, though, they were a smart bunch. Though what exactly they did, Tony wasn’t sure. Although their train was the main source of certain medications—contraceptives, painkillers and whatever else was needed. In turn, Tony’s train was primarily farmers. Dotted about the outskirts of this country were hundreds of farms. Tony’s life train, along with a few others, would push ahead in the great rotation, in order to stop for a day or two.

That time was spent weeding, watering, planting, harvesting or whatever else needed doing for their short stay. Tony, however, spent it keeping evos busy. Mostly just taking a few shots at them to get their attention and keep them focused on him and his team. He’d spend a day or two moving ahead of the pack until the numbers got too great. A signal either by the farmers when they were done with their designated duty, or by Tony’s team when things got too hot, and everyone retreated back to the train.

Between the farms, he was relegated to a simple security guard. Watching over a single carriage and mediating with its inhabitants. Not a glamorous existence, but one that cemented his usefulness. Something he was deeply unhappy about, considering the future stolen from him.

Sacha nudged him. “Earth to Tony.”

Tony shook his head. “Sorry.” He cursed internally. Now was not the time to be distracted. “Donell and Courtney, you’re to approach the scientists and get ready. Sacha, you’re with me. We’ll double around, kite them west and swing north, then east. We’ll meet you all back at the train.”

“Sir.” They gave him a nod of agreement.

They split up. Courtney and Donell doing their best at stealth. Evo’s weren’t particularly intelligent. They probably knew the team was here already. Though they’d have to get closer to draw the evo’s attention from the three living beings they were already after. They’d discovered on previous missions, that splitting into groups of two worked well and got to it.

Tony and Sacha slipped further west. It was a risk, pushing past a few single evos. One on one in the open, they weren’t particularly dangerous. Tony could make out the train, still lumbering along, getting further away. The longer this took, the further they’d have to run to catch up again. So Tony turned up the speed and rushed for the ruins of what used to be an old warehouse.

“In here, clear the bottom floor and tag an exit,” Tony ordered as they rushed into the ruined building.

Inside, there were collapsed shelves and the roof was caved in.

“Plenty of shit to trip up the evos,” Sacha said with a grin.

Tony pushed further inside. He watched his surroundings, head on a swivel, and took a wider route. There was always the chance this had been a recent collapse with the potential of finding trapped evos under the rubble. That’d make a nasty surprise and turn into in a very bad situation. He checked around, clearing what remained of the natural walkways, before meeting at the back.

“Nothing here,” Sacha said quietly and then nodded in the direction they had come from. “But there’s evos nearby. We need to be quick and draw them off before we have problems of our own.”

“I’ll get ‘em then, you watch our backs,” Tony said and headed back to the entrance.

Sacha, with his shotgun, made a good bulwark for the evos if they began to swarm. Reloading took some time, but even without kill shots, he could drop a wall of evos in moments. Blow a hole through a spine and the damn things had to crawl. Destruction of the brain was the only thing that truly ended an evo. Even decapitation would leave them gnashing their teeth.

Tony put those thoughts aside and got into position by an old commercial bin. It was partially buried in debris, giving a flat, stable surface he could use to support his weapon. Tony gave his weapon a quick check. The bolt slid easily. The scope was tight. Magazine was installed and the safety ticked off. Tony set the weapon on the edge of the bin and paused as he spotted a figure in the building.

He wasn’t sure if it were a man, or a woman, but they waved. Tony waved back, acknowledging they’d been seen. When another figure appeared in the window, they were clearly discussing him. The second one turned, waved, and both figures swiftly left. Tony could only hope they were getting ready, because with the train moving, they were already out of time.

Tony looked through the scope. He wasn’t a sniper or anything, but the additional zoom made it easier to pop skulls at medium range. He flicked over, double checking that the evos weren’t standing somewhere dangerous, like beside a canister of fuel or gas. Some of those were still functional after all this time and explosions, while rare, were not impossible.

Seeing nothing of the sort, Tony chose a target a little way to the edge of the building. There was empty space behind it, where he hoped, stray shots wouldn’t risk anyone’s life. With a slow breath, he squeezed the trigger. His AR barked, and the round flew true. The evo’s head exploded with a shower of gore. The surviving evos turned towards him, ignoring their first targets as the sound of the shot drew their attention.

He slewed across, choosing a second target, and squeezed the trigger. Another crack, another shot, taking the evo in the chin. Flesh and bone blew out, but the shot deflected and the evo staggered but kept coming.

“Shit,” Tony sighed and fired again.

This time, the evo’s head exploded, and he switched to a third target. He didn’t fire, though. There was movement from the building. The small horde was now heading his way. Donell and Courtney were moving in towards the building. Knowing he had to keep the momentum, Tony turned to a whole new direction. Evo’s were coming in from everywhere, so he picked a new target to the north and fired. When that evo dropped, he picked another and did it again.

The bark of a shotgun inside the warehouse confirmed that they well and truly had the attention of the evos here. Tony turned his rifle back to the building, checking as Courtney seemed to be talking to someone through a window.

“Hurry the fuck up,” he growled before going back to picking off evos.

He concentrated on the ones to the north where they were going to run. The train was heading south and to their east, so they’d need to be quick about it.

“Tony, we’re going to have to move in a second,” Sacha called as he scrambled out from the warehouse. “There was a drainage ditch we didn’t see on the other side. There’s a bunch more to deal with.”

“Shit,” Tony swore and pointed his rifle into the air.

Three quick blasts were the signal there was trouble. He saw Courtney and Donell as their heads snapped around. Tony gave them a wave and then nodded at Sacha. The science crew was going to have to get a move on.

“Let’s go,” Tony grunted as he got up.

Sacha was a step behind him. They jogged together. Evolution, when it was introduced, turned everyone into an athlete. The baseline human was the equivalent of a twentieth century exercise freak. Not quite an Olympian, but far healthier than anyone had any right to be without putting in some serious effort. So, keeping up a decent pace wasn’t a hard thing to do.

Tony and Sacha worked in unison. When Tony would stop and shoot the closest evos, Sacha would run past and keep them moving. Then Sacha would stop and take a few shots before Tony would run ahead once more. They continued like this, leapfrogging along as they cleared the north side of the building where the scientist was.

Together, they turned east and continued drawing the attention of all the nearby evos. It was always the same. The moment someone fired a weapon, they came from all directions. Ever knowing, ever hungry and now motivated by the promise of food within earshot, it made life hard. Staying in any one place for more than a few days was next to impossible without an army. And an army had to eat.

The life trains were never supposed to be the long-term solution. Merely a stopgap to keep important people alive long enough to deal with the evos. In the decades since, that idea was then a dream, a myth and now just a distant memory by the oldest members still living. So it was imperative to get back to the train before it left them behind in a world that was so violently oppressive to the living.

Between bursts, Tony stopped to reload his weapon. They had a clearing to work with and Sacha did the same thing, practicing his quick reloading technique. He almost had it too, holding two shells at once as he slid them into the magazine. Right up until he fumbled the last pair and dropped one. Tony shook his head and looked over at the building once more.

Courtney was throwing her arms up, clearly agitated by something. That something was a third member of the group he didn’t recognize. Beside Donell, were two guards. They carried small packs, weapons, and were urging their third member to move. That third member… looked like a packhorse.

“Really?” Tony sighed. “Idiot.”

“What the fuck is he carrying all that shit for?” Sacha complained as he got his weapon reloaded, only to blow the head of an evo that was getting too close.

“No fucking idea.” Tony shook his head. “Come on. We need to catch up and get out of here.”

“Not hearing me complain,” Sacha agreed and turned to follow after Tony.

Tony slipped past the first few evos. The lumbering beings threw out their hands, letting out their telltale shrieks. As awful as those sounds were, the soft gurgling was the more disturbing. Tony preferred thinking of them as old dead things, not recently living things. The reminder that everyone would become an evo was not a pleasant one. That reminder was worse still when it was someone you knew. Or someone far too young.

Tony shook his head and took out the frustration on a trio of evos that stumbled into view. They didn’t really fight amongst one another as they moved. It was just that the largest of them were stronger and tended to naturally push the smaller out of the way. Which meant the one in the middle was the tallest of the three, and the first to have his brain explode out the back of his head when Tony squeezed the trigger. He switched to the one on the left and gave them a backyard excessive trepanning, while the one on the right collapsed as Sacha’s shotgun barked.

Tony didn’t complain. That was one less bullet he had to waste. They moved on, hurrying to the east. The road here was uneven and there were plenty of tripping hazards. The world aged as time went on. Storms, quakes and the natural ravishment of time shifted things around. It took the combined efforts of all the life trains to keep the rails operating. One major failure could spell doom to them all. Already there had been one major modification after a quake destroyed a section between Martinez and Sacramento. Forcing the trains to divert to Stockton since efforts to rebuild were made impossible with the evo threat.

Tony and Sacha kept up the pace. Breaking away from the evos to the west. The evos drawn to the train were making a slow march, but the rail line itself was mostly clear. Up ahead, Tony could see Courtney and Donell had the scientist and their team hurrying along. They were slow, but making progress.

“Come on,” Sacha said and gave Tony a slap on the shoulder. “Last one back gets to buy the beer, and I bet the one with the backpack has the most to trade.”

Tony grinned at the idea, and the two of them ran alongside the tracks. Tony couldn’t help himself, though. Passing along, he checked the rails. The old lessons from his grandfather hadn’t left, after all these years. Old man Williams was their first driver. He had taught Tony everything he knew in the hopes of Tony continuing after Old Man Williams’s death. Only that death came far sooner than anyone expected, and Tony was replaced even before he had a chance to apply for the position.

With a grumble and a growl, he noted that the rails in this section would need some work. They weren’t overly worn yet, but the spacers were degrading and there were signs that they’d shifted. In the old world, some general maintenance would be the cure, but things needed more organization since they had to be repaired quickly and while on the move.

“Eyes up Tony, there’s a group ahead!” Sacha called out.

Tony growled and looked up. Almost a dozen of them. Some were turning, even now, to face Tony and Sacha, having heard them coming. The two men slowed and slipped to one side. That put the back of the evo’s well to the side and away from the train and the rest of their team.

“I’ll start, you mop,” Tony said, raising his AR.

The evo’s fell, one by one. Their heads snapped back, their brains leaking out between their ears. When the evos closed in, Sacha joined, taking a few down, while picking off a few more that were catching up. Then it was back to running.

Tony could almost hear the puffing of the pack mule ahead of him. They were coming up the rear, with the two guards just ahead. Courtney and Donell lead the way, clearing the evos that were closing in from each side.

“Lose the pack!” Tony shouted.

The figure responded with sign language. A single middle finger aimed in his direction as they continued running. Tony was half tempted to argue, but the train wasn’t getting any slower. Instead, he and Sacha took up positions on either side, slowing only to take out the occasional evo that Courtney and Donell missed.

“We could be there much quicker if you dropped some weight,” Tony tried again.

The person, whoever they were shook their head. In the cold, they were bundled up. A thick jacket, gloves and boots. They had a scarf around their face and their hood pulled up. They looked ridiculous. It was cold, sure, but not enough to justify all that. It would take longer to stop them and force them to undress and leave the bags, though.

Tony would just kick their ass for it later. That is, if they weren’t someone important. Usually, an attitude like this meant they thought they were somebody. Tony grunted and stopped to shoot what had once been a young woman. Barely a teen. Her eyes were wide and the tattered remains of her pink dress was stained red and brown. Tony eviscerated her skull.

“Kids are the fucking worst,” Sacha grunted.

“They don’t deserve it,” Tony agreed, as he caught up with the pack mule.

The train was getting closer. The rear watcher was already holding out a knotted rope. It made it easier to climb up, since the train wasn’t stopping. Rather than doing just that, Courtney took hold and held it for the first of the guards. They took it and quickly pulled themselves onto the train. With a bit of a hop that told Tony they’d done it before, the guard was climbing up and onto the rear engine. Just a narrow walkway, with little room. So, as the second guard began climbing up, the rear watcher ushered the first inside.

Courtney made her way up next, while Donell scrambling up behind her. That left Tony and Sacha with the pack mule.

“Hurry it up!” Tony ordered. “Sacha! Get up there!”

“Right!” Sacha nodded and ran ahead.

Thankfully, the pack mule put on an extra burst of speed. Not as quick as Sacha, but faster than before. Tony could hear them puffing and wheezing before the crack of gunfire erupted. Donell, with his AK, was picking off a few evos who were getting closer to the train line. Tony grimaced and as Sacha reached the rope ahead of them, he took the pack mule by the shoulder and started to drag them along.

They were struggling with the weight. Running all this way after a train, unable to stop, wasn’t something a normal person would ever experience. Tony had a moment of annoyance that they hadn’t worked well enough on their cardio for this kind of thing, but he also didn’t quite know how much weight they carried.

As Sacha climbed up, Tony hauled the pack mule ahead. Reaching the rope himself, he pulled on the pack mule’s arm to get them close enough to reach it. Only for a surprisingly feminine yelp to proceed into a heavy tumble. Tony watched in horror as a lock of blonde hair splayed out around their shoulders as the pack mule fell and slid along the gravel. A frightened pair of eyes snapped up and Tony realized they needed help.

“Tony! Don’t go being a hero!” Sacha shouted.

Tony looked back and swallowed a curse. “I’ll be back.”

“TONY!”

Tony let go of the rope and slowed down. Sacha was now blocking Donell from jumping back down. It was the smart move. Going back was suicide, but without the stupid backpack, it would be easier. Tony ran back, raising his AR and taking a shot at an evo that was getting too close for comfort. The first shot took it in the neck, so Tony shot it again.

“Help me!” the woman cried.

“Drop the pack!” Tony shouted as he slid to a stop beside her.

“Can’t,” she grunted as she got her feet under her.

“What do you mean you can’t?” Tony snapped. “Take it the fuck off. We are leaving! That train isn’t waiting around!”

“And I told you I can’t,” she snapped, sitting up to show a strange strap around her.

It was a five-point harness. One strap over each shoulder, two around her waist, and one between her legs. Effectively locking it onto her back. Literally. There was even a padlock.

“What the fuck?” Tony shook his head before reaching to his leg, where he kept a knife.

“It’s Kevlar.” She shook her head. “And my ankle is fucked.”

“You’re…” Tony turned and looked at the train getting further away. “Fuck… Please tell me you’re kidding. Where’s the key?”

“Frankie had it, my guard.” She sounded tired and a little defeated.

Tony turned to the woman. She was… well, it was hard to say young. She looked mid-twenties like he did. Though, she could easily be twice that and not be showing. Blonde, with bright blue eyes. The bulky jacket covered most of her figure, but it now looked like she wore it to make the harness fit more comfortably.

“You’re going to leave me to die, aren’t you?” she said. There was no anger in her voice.

Tony thought about it. He honestly did. The train wasn’t that far away. He could make it quite easily in fact. He just… had to leave this woman to die. A horrible, painful death, before turning into an evo and joining the undead horde that ruled this world.

Tony could see his team. Standing on the railing. They were waving. Shouting. No doubt telling him to leave her behind. But…

“Fuck,” Tony sighed, before waving back. “Our southern neighbors won’t be far behind,” he grumbled. “We just have to find a place to hide until then.’

“What?” the woman looked up with a surprised gasp.

“Hurry, get up,” Tony grabbed her hand and pulled. “And just what the fuck is in your pack that’s so important, anyway?”

“Would you be offended if I told you to mind your own business?” Her lips were pursed and a frown marred her face.

“Would you be offended if I left your ass here to be eaten by evos?” Tony snapped back.

The woman grunted in pain as she climbed to her feet. She could stand, but she wasn’t going anywhere particularly fast.

“Would you believe me if I told you that the contents of my pack are likely the most important discovery mankind has ever known?” she offered.

“Last time someone said that, a virus killed ninety-nine percent of the population.” Tony retorted and shook his head.

Truthfully, though, her words intrigued him. And as the train continued on its merry way, Tony could only sigh and shake his head.

“If we’re going to be eaten, do you want me to shoot you first, or just myself?” Tony asked.

The woman frowned and shook her head. Tony didn’t say anything else. That wasn’t a situation anyone of a reasonable mindset ever thought about. Nobody without serious mental issues, at least.

He looked around. Not seeing anywhere to go, there were plenty of structures, but nothing that would stop the evos. There was the building the scientist was hiding in originally, but that was a fair distance back up the track. Besides, there were a heap of evos coming from that direction already, while the ones ahead were turning to follow the train.

“Fuck,” Tony swore, before grabbing the woman’s arm.

“Hey!”

“Shut it,” Tony pulled her arm over his shoulder. “We need to move, and now. Did you scout before you got off the train?”

“Of course we did,” she hissed, as Tony turned them both around.

“Then where are we going?” Tony asked.

“What?” the woman grunted. “Why are you asking me for?”

“You said you scouted!” Tony snapped.

“For what I was looking for, not… not for whatever you were looking for,” she snapped back.

“FUCK!” Tony snarled.

“Don’t—”

“Shut it!” Tony jostled her. “Let me think.”

“Brute—”

“SHUT THE FUCK UP!” Tony roared.

The woman fell silent, and Tony looked around. South turning south-east was the train. North was a wave of oncoming evos. East was… wilderness and wasteland, while south-west was closer to the horde of millions.

“We’re looking for somewhere to hide for a few days until our southern neighbors catch up. Do you have any suggestions?”

“You mean I’m allowed to talk?”

Tony turned his head and glared at the woman.

She stared back with a look of disdain, before rolling her eyes. “We used to have a drone, but it broke, so we suspended a camera from a kite and flew it off the locomotive. East is pretty destroyed, west has a few structures that might hold off some evos. And there’s a small rail yard if we follow your train for a stretch. It’s basically a large shed, but it looked structurally intact from the photos.”

“That’ll do then,” Tony grunted. “Rail yard will have tools. Probably trade them for safe passage. If it hasn’t been looted already.”

“Your southern neighbors?” the woman asked as Tony helped her hobble around to face west.

“Yeah, it’s them,” Tony sighed. “So, I hope you’re tougher than you look. Because if they kick my ass and take my shit, you’re next.”

“It’s not too late to shoot me,” she muttered darkly.

“Don’t tempt me,” Tony chuckled.

Supporting her weight got her moving. The pack would have to come off, eventually. Right now, he just didn’t have the time. Kevlar would cut over time, but there were too many evos around to waste time.

The two of them hobbled down the tracks. The evos were still hobbling towards the train, ignoring the two lone humans as they hobbled along. Tony did his best to steer them around the occasional stragglers. A couple screeched, but Tony was able to keep just ahead of them with his injured partner.

He watched on as the train got further and further away. Part of him was disappointed to see it go. Part of him was relieved that none of his team followed. He and the scientist woman were just two people. Two to risk it on their own, with the hope they could be picked up in a day or two. It would take hours just to stop and then start their original train. Not something you did lightly with tens of thousands of souls on the line. Not when you were trying to make up time to reach the next farm before you were forced to move on.

Tony shook his head before shoving his AR around his shoulder. Drawing his sidearm, the woman frowned as he took aim and blew the head off an evo that was turning towards them with the absence of a train.

“Hope you’re right about this,” Tony grumbled. “Because I only have so many bullets.”

“At least you have a gun,” the woman pointed out.

Tony rolled his eyes. “So, miss super-secret scientist, whose unmatched intelligence has likely gotten us killed, and doesn’t carry a weapon—what do I call you?”

“Buffy.”

Tony snorted. “Like⁠—”

“Yes, now shut the fuck up,” she snarled, before sighing. “What should I call you?”

“Tony,” he replied, keeping his amusement to himself. “And that’s short for Anthony, not Angel.”

“How the hell do you know that reference, anyway?”

Tony shrugged. “My grandfather had a thing for blondes.”


CHAPTER 3


“Shit, fuck, shit, fuck, shitting fucking shit!”

“Are you done?” the unamused blonde asked.

“You’re not helping!” Tony growled as he helped her around the next fence. “You didn’t say there was a fence!”

“I wasn’t looking at fences when I scouted the fucking area!” Buffy snapped back.

He was half tempted to dump her. He had three shots left in his pistol. There was a small horde staggering along behind them. Tony and his passenger were only marginally faster than the evos were.

This rail yard wasn’t much of a rail yard. More of a shed, with a set of tracks leading in one end. Those tracks, unfortunately, were blocked by a seven foot tall gate, shut up tight with chains and a rusted padlock.

Tony turned, looking for an alternative. There were evos coming from all directions. The horde behind were being joined by others. Tony remembered a phrase his grandfather used; something about blood in the water attracting sharks. Tony wasn’t sure what a shark was, other than being some kind of oceanic predator. But the way the evos were coming from all directions made him think of those old days.

“This should have been so fucking different,” Tony said. He sighed and looked back at the fence. “This is going to suck, but it’s the only chance we have.”

“You can’t be serious,” Buffy frowned as she followed Tony’s gaze to the fence. “I can’t climb that.”

“You will, or I’m going to leave you here to die,” Tony stated outright. “I don’t have the bullets to keep hobbling around like we have been. So either we get in there,” he said, pointing at the shed. “Or I leave you here.”

“Fuck,” Buffy swore under her breath, before shaking her head. “I should never have gotten off the damn train.”

“Nope, and neither should I,” Tony agreed. “So make a decision.”

“Obviously, I’m going to choose the one where I get to live,” she complained.

“You’d be surprised how comforting a bullet to the head can be when you’re missing chunks of flesh,” Tony added with a shrug and ushered her to the fence.

Buffy grimaced. “How am I supposed to do this?”

“Grab the fence and take your weight. Put your good foot up on this chain.” Tony gestured with his hand.

“Okay,” Buffy grumbled. “One sec,” she said and started getting into position.

Tony watched as she settled, but noted an evo getting too close. With practiced ease, he turned and raised the pistol. Squeezing the trigger once, the evo’s head snapped back, and it collapsed in a heap.

“Dammit!” Buffy snarled. “Warn me⁠—”

“Shut the fuck up!” Tony cut her off. “Get over the fucking fence!”

“How am I—OOH!”

Tony took a hold of the woman’s ass and lifted.

“What are⁠—”

“CLIMB BITCH!” Tony roared as he shoved her up.

“OUCH!” Buffy yelped. “My ankle!”

“Fuck your ankle!” Tony shoved harder.

“Ah, dammit!” Buffy managed to stand and get her injured leg over the top of the fence, where she clung to the top. “Oh fuck, oh fuck. WATCH OUT!”

Tony rolled his eyes before feeling something grab him from behind. Reflexively, Tony snapped out an elbow, knocking into something hard. The evo had gotten close while he was distracted and it crashed into the fence from the blow. Buffy yelped as her perch was shaken, but Tony ignored her as he jammed the pistol into the evo’s face, blowing a hole clean through. As the evo collapsed, Tony saw three more within a few steps.

“No time,” he grunted and shoved the pistol back into the holster. After yanking on the strap for the AR to keep it tight, Tony swung up onto the fence.

“WAIT!” Buffy yelped as the gate rocked from side to side.

“Nope.” Tony got his leg over the top of the fence and swung onto the other side. “Come on, before they grab you.”

“Dammit, will you just wait!”

“Fuck no.” Tony dropped to the ground.

The evos made it to the fence and were reaching towards the terrified woman still perched on the top. He had two choices. Either he could sit and watch as they grabbed her and pulled her down, or help. The first option was very tempting. Then again, he’d have to sit and listen to her scream as they tore her apart.

“Fucking shit,” Tony swore and reached up to grab Buffy’s belt.

“WAIT!”

Tony grunted as he pulled. Despite the evos, and despite her grip on the fence, she was no match for gravity with the oversized pack she wore. There was a girlish scream and a moment of regret for Tony, before a grown woman with a too-large pack landed on his chest, knocking him flat.

What was worse, Tony was left staring up between her legs, as she lay with her head buried against his crotch. Knowing this situation was only going to get worse, Tony reached up and took hold of her hips.

“Get your hand off—Ouch!” Tony shoved her off, so she fell on her side. “Careful you idiot! I have delicate equipment!”

“Then maybe you shouldn’t be dragging it around outside of your train then,” Tony shot back as he climbed to his feet.

Dusting himself off, he pulled his pistol and, after giving it a check, he replaced the magazine. Then did the same for his AR. With everything checked and ready, Tony kept the pistol in his hand and figured it was best to check the fence in case there was a hole somewhere.

“Hey!” Buffy shouted. “Don’t just leave me!”

“I’m checking the fence,” Tony told her. “Start crawling to the shed,” he pointed to the building.

“You want me to crawl?” she gaped.

“I’m not going to carry you, princess.” Tony shook his head and continued walking.

The sounds of the approaching evos soon drowned out the angry cursing directed his way. The scientist was beautiful, but she was a real piece of work. Almost zero skill out here, which was normal for the smart types. Only the dumb and desperate ended up doing jobs that took them off the train for any reason. Tony shook his head and prodded along the fence a few times.

The fence was old. The wire had rusted in places, but structurally, it was whole. No signs of weakness. He checked around posts and continued prodding the wire to expose any gaps or cuts. To his relief, he found none, and when he reached the gate once more, Buffy was glaring at him from beside the doorway to the shed.

Tony nodded. “We’re secure,” he said as he approached.

“Fantastic,” she grunted. “Now what?”

Tony ignored her and checked the door, finding it locked.

“You don’t think I checked that already?” Buffy rolled her eyes.

“Considering your views on scouting and prioritizing your own life, I figure I can’t trust you with much of anything,” Tony answered back as he began a second walk. This time around the shed to look for other entrances. The shed was single story on one side, and dual story where the train line entered through some large metal doors. The single story side had signs the windows had been boarded up. Not like preppers had made a home in here, but like the entire facility had been repurposed before the world fell apart.

Tony frowned as he paced around. He found nothing more than a back door and that too, was locked. At least until he looked up. There were only a few narrow windows on the second level. Although they looked like they were used for ventilation rather than an indication there was actually a second floor. What he also noticed was that a couple of those windows were above the single story side.

Without bothering to go back and tell Buffy, Tony looked around for something to help him. He couldn’t quite jump and reach the edge of the roof, so he needed something to give him a boost. Lying about on the ground was a collection of rather mundane debris. Some of it, like old tree branches that looked to have blown in, were of no use. But, there had been some erosion too. Alongside the train line, the wind and rain had buffeted this area for decades, and that had exposed the ground in places where Tony found some large stones.

He worked at a comfortable pace. Ignoring the shouting from Buffy at the front door. Also, ignoring the mad screeching of the evos at the fence as they gathered. It was going to be bad if they had to remain for more than a few days. Just the weight of the evos slumping against the fence would bring it down, eventually. If they got inside, that would make the evos spread out a little more, which would buy them time. The southern neighbors weren’t far after all. They didn’t have to wait long.

In short order, Tony had a stack of rocks by the wall. They were stable enough that he was able to stand on them without risk they would shift. He gave an experimental bounce to check nothing would move before looking up at the edge of the roof. With a grunt, he leaped, catching the edge where he dangled for a moment. The gutter was built into the roof and not bolted on the edge, so it took his weight as Tony hauled himself up. It wasn’t the first time he thanked the virus for his physique. It did help, in its own twisted way.

With a grunt and a moan, Tony got himself up onto the roof and stood. The slant made his balance precarious, but he was able to walk. Following the screws kept him over the supports so he wouldn’t fall through. The metal was blemished and rusted in places, but seemed whole. It only needed to hold for a few days more.

Tony moved over to the wall of the newer building. It looked to be of similar construction, at least until Tony got close. The walls here were thicker and sturdier, which he checked with a few knocks. The window, at least, was at a better height. With the roof sloping up, Tony didn’t have to jump to reach the window here. It was, however, closed.

With no other option, Tony drew his knife and used the hilt to shatter the glass. The sound made his hair stand on end, and he hoped he hadn’t messed anything up before hauling himself up enough to see what was inside. The shattered glass would be a problem if not for the protective jacket he wore. It wasn’t so much cut resistant, as it was padded and Tony was able to look without cutting his arms.

“What the fuck?” He frowned, staring at the locomotive in the shed.

It filled most of the space to the ceiling. Entirely enclosed with a platform around the outside. It looked like something his grandfather had spoken about from an old war over a century ago. Trains, built with armor plating designed to protect against guns and worse. It was long, with flat sides and top. There was a round section at the far end furthest from the door. At the close end, which made Tony think it was the front, was a smokestack.

Too bad about that. That meant it ran on coal and wouldn’t be any good to them. Though the whole thing was just bizarre to look at. Tony sighed and looked down. There wasn’t anything below the window but some broken glass. The drop wouldn’t be fun, but it wouldn’t kill him either. With a grunt, he threw his leg over and hoisted himself over the shards of broken glass. Unlike his jacket, the pants offered little protection, and he felt several cuts that made him grunt in pain.

Clinging to the windowsill, Tony let his legs fall through. He swung violently for a moment and got his lower half under control. If there was an evo in here, it was being awfully quiet. That was his last thought before releasing the window and dropping to the ground. When he landed, it was with his feet together, and let gravity pull him to one side. He collapsed, rocking up onto his shoulder, before his lower body thumped on the floor once more.

“Tony!?” Buffy’s voice called from the door.

“Ow,” he grunted softly and picked himself up.

Drawing his pistol to be certain, he ignored the rapid knocking on the door as he checked out the inside. It wasn’t all that much. The locomotive was here. So were a bunch of strange-looking tools. Not that the tools themselves were strange, but that they didn’t really fit the needs of a steam engine. Tony put that aside for now and stepped into the office section. It was abandoned, like whoever worked here got up one day and left, never returning. It was strange that nobody had been in here for decades.

Other than a small kitchenette and a bathroom with a shower, the place was empty. Which meant… his lips thinned as he heard the insistent knocking behind him, there was no reason to leave the bitch outside any longer. Tony made his way to the front, where Buffy’s insistent knocks grew heavier. The lock was a switch that he flicked easily before opening the door. Buffy fell through, taking him to the floor once again.

“Dammit!” Tony grunted.

“Why did you open it like that?” She snapped. “And why did you take so long?”

“Oh fuck my life,” Tony sighed. “Get off me or I’ll shove you off again.”

Buffy grunted angrily, but slowly shoved herself off him, giving Tony a chance to get up. He pushed himself to his feet, and ignoring the injured woman on the ground for now. He checked outside. There were a couple dozen evos now pressing against the fence. There were still plenty of gaps. Places he’d be able to run if need be. That would mean abandoning the woman, though, and their best chance was to wait for the next train.

It wasn’t recommended—but with a few months, to a few years and a stroke of luck—it would be possible to bunny hop from the trading hubs and try to join one of the life trains when it passed by. You couldn’t stay at the one hub the whole time, which was half the problem, but eventually with timing and planning, it could be possible to get back home… Just unlikely. Still, it was a chance and Tony kinda liked the cramped little room that he called his own.

“Fuck,” he sighed and closed the door, before turning to the woman who was glaring at him. “And you cut that shit out or I’ll leave you there.”

“You’re an asshole, you know that?” Buffy crossed her arms.

“Yeah, well, I’d have taken one of my squad over your fucking ass any day.” Tony held out his hand. “Come on. I’ll help you get that pack off.”

She stared at his hand for a moment, before giving a long sigh. “Thanks.”

Tony grunted as he pulled her to her feet. She slumped and leaned against him while he led her slowly around to where the tools were stacked up. He didn’t need anything special for this. Backing Buffy up to a bench, he sat her pack on top of a clear spot and left her there while he searched for a set of bolt cutters. Those, unfortunately, he could not find. Instead, returning with a hacksaw and a collection of blades.

“You’re kidding me,” Buffy complained.

“Hey, if you’re going to bitch, I’ll leave you to do it,” he grumped.

“Shutting up.” Buffy rolled her eyes.

Tony accepted that and pulled over a crate to sit on while he worked.

“Would it be easier if I laid down?” she asked.

“Nope,” Tony grunted and started to saw at the metal lock. “Unless you want me to cut the straps?”

“I’d rather you didn’t,” Buffy said softly.

Tony nodded and continued to saw. The metal was hardened steel. It was going to take a while. As he sawed, Buffy looked around.

“You think that train works?”

“Not a chance,” Tony grunted.

Buffy frowned at the certainty of his tone. “What makes you think that?”

“Got a smokestack,” Tony said as he adjusted his grip and continued sawing. “Means it’s steam powered and coal isn’t as common as it used to be.”

“Surprising,” she grumbled.

“What part?” Tony asked.

“That a gun toting jarhead like you knows anything about trains,” she said with a shrug.

Tony let out a long sigh. “Not that it’s any of your business, but I happen to know a lot about trains. My grandfather was our old driver.”

Buffy frowned. “Then how’d you get knocked down to security?”

“He died.”

Buffy grimaced and shook her head. “Look⁠—”

“Don’t worry about it,” Tony said as he worked the saw back and forth. “Was a long time ago now. That opportunity is long gone and thankfully I had a backup since he taught me to shoot.”

“Was going to ask where you got the fancy gun,” Buffy admitted.

“It belonged to my father, actually,” Tony said. “He died… Before we got to the train, it was… bad.”

“So you’re one of the originals like me then.”

Tony glanced up. She wasn’t old. Which meant she was closer to his age than he realized. “Yeah,” he said, offering nothing else, then grinned. “Got it.” Tony stood, lifting the cut lock away to show Buffy.

“Oh, thank fuck for that,” she said with relief and unbuckled her pack.

Tony watched as she hopped around, laying her bag down gently. Part of him wanted to ask if she wanted a hand, but he got the feeling she was trying to block his view. Then he understood; whatever she was carrying wasn’t something she wanted to share. He left her to it and went over to the train. There was a small set of stairs that led up to the platform to board the train. He wasted no time climbing up.

The metal was solid. A little surface rust here and there, but nothing that seemed to be structural. The door inside was locked and Tony sighed at that. Moving around the platform, there weren’t any windows. There were, however, small slits that looked like viewing holes. Inside was too dark to make anything out, though, so he walked around until he reached the door on the other side. There, Tony grabbed the handle.

And opened the door.

“Hell yes!” He grinned and stepped inside.

The interior of the locomotive looked… strange. He’d gotten the orientation right. The locomotive was positioned to drive straight out and join the tracks. And from a casual glance, it certainly looked like a steam locomotive. A heavy metal wall, with a hatch at the bottom. Tony opened it and it looked like a firebox. Maybe just on the small side of things for a train this size. Not that he could see very well inside the train.

The thing that really confused him, though, was the lack of valves and dials. While there were other things, like a voltage display set up instead.

“Almost like they were trying to modernize a steam train,” he said out loud, checking things over.

But then something caught his eye. It wasn’t until he stood back and looked at the whole thing that he noticed the walls on either side weren’t even. That on its own didn’t mean much. But the wall on the right-hand side was bulked up enough that…

“Keypad?” He frowned.

Walking over, sure enough, there was a keypad mounted on the side. It was hard to see, but by running his fingers over the whole thing, he was fairly certain this was a door.

“Door to what, though?” he thought aloud. “What could this possibly lead to?”

With a frown and a murmur of discontent, Tony stepped out onto the platform once more. He looked up, noting the position of the round section at the top. It was a little wider than the train, but not wider than the platform he stood on. If that door led to whatever the round thing on the roof was, it sat in a strange position. It was pushed up to the right and front half of the rounded section. Which, in itself, was confusing. Because it wasn’t accessible from inside, unless it was behind the door, but there were no visible markings on the outside to say what it was.

This just looked like a weird rendition of an old war era armored train with some fancy gizmos where he’d expected to see dials, pipes and levers.

“Find anything?”

Tony jerked and spun. Buffy was hobbling around on makeshift crutches she’d made out of materials he assumed were in her bag and scraps found in the warehouse.

“Ah… not really,” he admitted. “Just checking out the train.”

“And?”

Tony sighed. “It’s a steam locomotive, so unless you’ve got a few hundred gallons of water and some coal, it’s not going anywhere.”

“What if we only moved it a little?” Buffy asked.

“What would that accomplish?” Tony asked.

Buffy rolled her eyes. “If we get it out and roll it down the tracks, the other train would be forced to stop, wouldn’t it?”

Tony barked out a laugh and shook his head. “The life trains take literal miles to stop with the amount of weight they’re hauling. If we push this thing out onto the tracks, we’ll ruin them both, probably derail something and cause the deaths of thousands of people who will find themselves trapped here without a train and without the skills to survive the evos.”

“That’s a no then,” she huffed.

“Definitely a no,” Tony agreed. “Still, in a pinch, we might be able to put some water and burn some wood in the firebox. It won’t go far, but it might break us out and get past the evos and give us a chance to run.”

“You a chance to run,” Buffy pointed out. “I doubt you’re going to sit here for a few weeks and wait for my ankle to get better.”

Tony stared at her while she stared right back.

“Not even going to pretend to be chivalrous,” she said and rolled her eyes.

“Oh, come on,” Tony huffed. “My own train is miles down the track because I decided to risk myself so you wouldn’t get eaten. Could you maybe spend five minutes not being a total bitch?”

That made her wince slightly, and she let out a sigh. “Alright, I suppose I earned that.”

“And more,” Tony grumped.

“Don’t push your luck,” Buffy shot back.

“Whatever.” Tony descended from the platform and made his way into the office.

Buffy swore under her breath and hobbled along behind him. “What are you looking for?”

“Anything really,” Tony said as he started opening drawers. “Canned food would be nice, but tools, ammunition, a spare knife, even.”

“You think you can find ammunition in some office space?” Buffy asked, hobbling in after him. “I just want to sit down and have something to eat.”

“Fantastic, I brought dry food, but not enough for two people, we’ll have to ration it.” Tony sighed. “Maybe we’ll get lucky and find water.”

“I have food.”

Tony paused and turned to stare at her. “You do?”

“If you ask nicely⁠—”

“How nicely do you want the guy who carried your ass through a horde of evos to ask?” Tony shook his head. “Fucking seriously.”

“Is it too much to ask for some common decency around here?” she snapped.

“Common decency?” Tony whirled to face her. “You want common decency? How about you march your ass outside and explain common decency to the monsters trying to get through a fence to fucking eat us!?”

As soon as he shouted at her, he felt bad. Despite their bickering, he could tell that actually shouting at her had scared her a little. Buffy pulled back and seemed afraid as she fell silent. It was enough to derail Tony’s anger, and he let out a sigh of frustration.

“Look… I’m sorry you’re in this shit. And I’m sorry you’re stuck with me. I’ll do what I can. For both of us. The next train won’t be long. Depending on their pace, they might be here as soon as tomorrow.”

“You think they’ll stop for us?” Buffy asked.

Tony gave a nod. “I think so. My train would have put out the call. So they should be expecting us, at the very least.”

“Okay then.” Buffy nodded. “If that’s the case… Tony, can I get a hand here?”

“A hand?” Tony questioned.

“I’m not going to let you go through all my belongings, but I can direct you to the food. And if you don’t mind preparing things, I’ll make a visit to the ladies before I join you.” She gave a thin smile.

Despite how they bristled at each other and their tumultuous start, Tony couldn’t help but feel she’d offered her own version of an olive branch. Something he hadn’t really understood the phrasing behind until now. He still didn’t know what an olive was, but Old Man Williams had used the phrase often enough.

“Alright,” Tony said and nodded. “Let… let me give you a hand.”

She shook her head. “I have it. The crutches work well enough, but I might need a hand if we find some stairs or something.”

Tony smirked and gestured for her to lead the way.


CHAPTER 4


“See anything?”

Tony sighed and shook his head. “Not anything good.”

Buffy grimaced and slumped in the chair she called home. It wasn’t much. And with the last of the daylight vanishing, well… it was getting worse.

Tony leaned on the windowsill. The broken glass had been brushed away. He was standing atop a ladder. One of the many things they’d found in the workshop side of this shed, that, and the massive, cold-war era train that kept drawing Tony’s attention. He wasn’t quite sure what it was that drew him to it. It was a train, sure. That had some value. But… there was something wrong with it. It was a steam train. Or at least it looked like one.

Probably why it’d been left here. If it were a modern train, someone would have taken it by now. The last time someone found a working locomotive, it almost started a conflict between two trains. Only the shared responsibility of survival eventually settled things down. A war between trains would be fatal for everyone. One wrong move, one broken track, one missed radio message and the whole system would collapse. Those who escaped the trains wouldn’t get past the evos.

There were a few rumors about boats. Massive metal tubs that floated in the ocean. Some of the older people on the trains talked about them. Tony had never seen one. At least, not one that still floated. There were plenty of half sunk wrecks along the coast you could spy on a clear day.

“You okay up there?” Buffy called.

Tony blinked and checked the position of the sun. By holding up his hand, horizontally, with his elbow straight, he could estimate the time. By placing his pinky on the horizon, and counting how many fingers up to the sun, Tony could get an estimate of fifteen minutes per finger.

“Less than a half hour of sunlight,” he called down in a soft tone. “And the evos are getting restless.”

That was an understatement. They were trapped. Well, and truly. He’d expected it. Just not this quickly. The few dozen had turned into a few hundred. They milled around, bumping into one another, trying to find a free spot to lean into the fence. Their eternal goal was to get as close as possible. To find the living and to feast until they, too, joined the horde. What was worse was how fresh some of them were.

Tony shook his head and climbed down again. The rubber feet on the bottom of the ladder held firm. Tony took his time, though. No point in rushing. That’d just make more noise and attract more attention. It was one thing when the evos knew you were there. Another when they could see or hear you. It got them excited and the last thing Tony wanted was those hundreds of bodies pushing against the fence all at once.

“Tony?”

“There’s a lot,” he said and rubbed his face. “More than I’d like.”

“Are we okay?” Buffy asked.

“Yeah,” Tony said with a firm nod. “Just… need to keep quiet. Don’t want them getting excited.”

Buffy stared for a moment. “Tony⁠—”

“Let’s not worry about that,” he said with as much assurance he could muster.

The mood was somber. The anger and resentment they had for one another when they arrived was already eroding under their situation. Tony didn’t think their cease fire would last for long. The moment they had a chance to go their separate ways, they’d be back to hating one another. At least for a short while, he’d enjoy the quiet company. Buffy was an attractive woman. From what Old Man Williams used to say about the character, Buffy had some of the same features.

She was thin, not overly muscular, with a cute button nose and light blonde hair. All the hallmarks of a healthy woman with years ahead of her… so long as they survived the next couple days.

“What? Something on my face?” Buffy asked.

“No, sorry.” Tony shook his head. “Just thinking.”

“Thought I smelled something burning.”

Tony looked her in the eye and saw a slight smirk. “Bitch,” he said and grinned.

“With a capital B,” she added, her own smile just as bright.

She was pretty when she smiled. Tony looked away, locking down those thoughts. There wasn’t any time for it. Not that she’d be interested, anyway. Knowing Tony’s luck, on top of all this, Buffy would be a lesbian.

“You think we’re getting out of here?” Buffy asked.

Tony sighed. “Of course,” he lied. “Soon as the next train comes through… You’ll see. Our southern neighbors wouldn’t give up an excuse for a fight. They’ll come in, smash some skulls and drag us out along the way.”

Buffy stared at him for a moment, then nodded slowly. “Okay.”

She knew he lied. He knew she knew. But it was a comfort, nonetheless. Besides, that wasn’t her true fear. He knew what she had on her mind. Buffy was injured. If she was getting out of here alive, it was going to be with Tony’s help. Just the same as he got her in here to begin with. And there just wasn’t a way to prove to Buffy, or even to Tony, that his survival would likely depend on his willingness to leave her behind.

That didn’t even take into consideration whether he’d shoot her first. Or just let the evos have her.
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It was early morning. They’d slept in one of the office rooms. It had rained a little overnight, and the temperature had dropped. Tony knew the cold presented challenges. The few animals that still survived on this world would vanish in the winter. Moving south to the warmer weather, or vanishing entirely. He didn’t know where, only that they came back again when the weather warmed up.

The only thing the cold didn’t seem to affect, were the evos. Rain, hail, sleet, storm, they never seemed to stop. Even from the experience of killing them and getting gore on himself, their bodies were cool to the touch. Dead things that kept moving. The infection that lived in them all.

Tony shook of those thoughts as he left Buffy where she’d curled up. She had made herself a pillow by stuffing scrunched up paper into a spare shirt and tying off the ends. It wasn’t much, but it was more than Tony had for the night. He tried using the cushion off the bottom of a chair, but it was so old and dusty putting his face near it made him sneeze.

Their restless night turned into a slow morning, and with Buffy quietly snoozing in the corner, Tony used the morning light to explore. It wasn’t much. There were electric lights in here, but none of them worked. Tony was navigating by the light that spilled in from the workshop. He moved to the office beside the one they slept in.

Desks were out. A small team of people. Who they were and what they were doing, Tony wasn’t sure. The computers were still there, but stuff like that rarely worked, even if you had access to electricity to run it. Instead, Tony checked the drawers. The top one was filled with stationery. Old pens, pencils and other bits and pieces. He checked the pens, just in case, but found they didn’t work.

With a grunt, he turned and was about to throw them into a wastebasket when he spotted a scrunched up piece of paper within. Very carefully, Tony reached in and plucked it out. The paper was old, and he was gentle with it as he straightened it. The ink had faded slightly, but it was still legible.

“Initial tests are promising. We are on schedule for a practice run. Go ahead and get approval for a day trial. I’ll put something together with my son. See if my grandson can have a day off from school. Williams. PS, stop printing these, it’s a waste of paper⁠—”

“You always read out loud?”

“Ah fuck woman!” Tony jumped and spun around.

“Sorry,” Buffy held up her hand. “The way I’m limping around, I thought you’d hear me.”

Tony let out a long sigh. “It’s fine, I just… saw this.”

He held out the paper, and Buffy shuffled forward on her crutches to take it. She turned it around, squinting in the dim light as she read it. “And what’s this for?”

“I don’t know,” Tony admitted. “I’m probably just chasing ghosts.”

“Ghosts?” Buffy frowned. “Didn’t take you for the superstitious type.”

“Something my grandfather used to say.” Tony shook his head. “And… that’s the reason it feels weird.”

Buffy looked down at the printed letter and back up again. “Williams?”

“My grandfather, yeah,” Tony nodded. “I don’t know for sure. It’s not exactly a rare name. But the way the letter is worded… My mother died shortly after I was born. I never knew how it happened, but when the world went to shit, my father died, too. I was raised by my grandfather, who worked with trains and… well, you read it.”

“I did.” Buffy glanced at the paper. “That’s one hell of a coincidence, don’t you think?”

“SKRREEEEEE!”

Buffy’s head snapped around as Tony rushed for the door. He jogged into the workshop and grabbed the ladder. With them making all that racket outside, he didn’t worry about moving quietly. Scrambling to the top, Tony leaned out the window and looked down the line. Sure enough, there was a train coming. And coming fast.

“BUFFY!” Tony grinned. “They’re here!”

“Oh, thank fuck for that,” Buffy cheered as she shuffled out of the office.

Tony climbed down and looked at her, then the bag, then back at her.

“No,” Buffy frowned. “We’re not leaving it.”

“You haven’t even told me what’s inside it,” Tony pointed out.

“Because it’s important,” Buffy admitted. “Please, it’s bigger than you and I. I need it. We all do.”

Tony sighed. “Don’t make me regret this.”

Buffy smiled. “Thank you.”

Tony shook his head and went over to the pack. Rather than give it to the woman with crutches, Tony slipped it over his shoulders. He put on the harness, buckling it into place. The thing weighed a ton. Buffy must have been rather fit to have been carrying it around like she was. He could admire that.

“We’ll wait until the train is closer,” Tony told her. “If we go out there, that might excite the horde, and if they push that fence, we’ll be in even more trouble.”

“Got it,” Buffy nodded. “Any chance I could get a gun⁠—”

“No,” Tony cut her off.

“I can handle a gun,” Buffy complained.

“So can I,” Tony said unrelenting and shook his head. “But that’s beside the point. You don’t trust me to know what’s in this bag you’re willing to kill us both for. I’m not willing to hand you a gun.”

“You’re the one holding the bag, though. I’m not about to shoot you,” she pointed out.

Tony shrugged. “Not the point.”

“You’re serious?”

“No less than yourself,” Tony agreed as he walked past to the door.

He wouldn’t be able to see the train if he opened it. But by cracking the door a little, he was able to listen. The rumble on the rails was a dull echo over the screeching of the evos. Those old, dried up voice boxes weren’t able to make more than a hideous screech. The wet ones gurgled a bit, but after a few years, they resembled jerky more than flesh.

Tony knew that after a maintenance team found an evo stuck under the train. The evo was a man they recognized who had vanished a year earlier. He’d been chewed apart by the rails with chains wrapped around his neck. How he’d gotten down there nobody knew and he wasn’t in a state to tell anyone. He just shrieked and clawed at them with what remained of one arm, while the rest of him was desiccated and stiff. It was Tony that put a bullet through his head and helped drag him out.

None of which was relevant to right now as Tony’s southern neighbor rumbled down the tracks towards them. He looked back. Buffy was hovering over his shoulder. A hopeful smile appeared on her face. Which widened as the crack of a rifle echoed in the distance.

“That’s them,” Tony said with a grin. He opened the door.

The evos against the fence were in a frenzy. Some of them were pushing on the fence, others were pushing against one another. They were all both wanting to get through and get around at the same time. There were easily a thousand of them now. They must have been attracted by the proximity of the life trains and stumbled into the area with Tony and Buffy. They wouldn’t have survived the night if it wasn’t for the fence.

Tony looked both ways. The fence was bowing in places, slowly collapsing under the weight of the evos. Still, it was holding and soon it wouldn’t matter.

“Come on.” He urged Buffy to follow.

Rifle slung over his shoulder, pistol in the holster and Buffy’s pack strapped on tight, Tony led the way. The sun was climbing into the sky, peeking through broken clouds. A chill breeze whistled through the air, carrying the stench of evos. Which was little more than the smell of slow decay.

Neither of them bothered closing the door behind them. They weren’t coming back. This was their ticket to safety. At least for a time. Tony knew things were going to get tough. Not all the life trains got along. Not on a personal level. Swapping was hard and dangerous, especially with the risks of evos and bandits alike. Still, if he stuck with Buffy for a while, they might be able to pull through. At the very least, having a gun and the skill to shoot it would get him a job.

The train, though, was something else. Tony hadn’t seen it in a few years. Trading was only possible in a few places. You needed to plan it, sometimes months or even years, in advance. To get two life trains side by side on a long stretch took a huge amount of planning, and things could go wrong very quickly. So despite not seeing it for some time, it was still quite obvious who they were.

The train had the look of something out of the drawings some of the older people did. A metal beast, covered in sharp spikes and barbed wire. It looked like a beast out for blood, barreling along, smashing evos out of the way with ease. On the roof of the train were dozens of people. They sat in a huddle, aiming around with weapons, while a few more daring members leaned out from hatches in the side wielding swords, spears or clubs. They cackled with delight as they hacked, slashed and shot into the horde of evos, carving them down by the dozens.

There was just one problem.

“They’re going too fast,” Tony whispered and froze.

“What was that?” Buffy asked, shuffling along behind him.

“They’re fast,” Tony looked around. The fences were bowing, the train was approaching. More evos streamed out from the old, wrecked buildings. “They’re not going to stop.”

“What do you mean, they’re not going to stop?” Buffy brushed past.

She waddled along on the crutches, approaching the fence. A few of the evos turned towards her, only to be distracted by the larger meal approaching on the train. The machine in question sounded their horn. The screeching of the evos rose to match it, as rifles opened fire once more.

“HEY!” Buffy waved her arms. “WE’RE RIGHT HERE!”

“Buffy!” Tony yelled as he hurried over. “They’re not stopping!”

“They have to stop!” she shouted back. “HEY!”

Tony saw the train coming. He saw the number of evos. And he knew what was about to happen. There were too many. Too many crammed into the gap between the rails and the fence. The train wasn’t going to stop. It was going to kill a whole lot of evos, but at the same time…

“Let’s go!” Tony grabbed her by the shoulder.

“Let go of me!” Buffy swatted his hand off. “What the fuck is wrong with you?”

“They’re not stopping!” Tony roared. “They’re going too fast, even you should know that!”

“They might have a team, like yours⁠—”

“Sure, and they might be altruistic enough to jump off and fight an entire horde with hand to hand weapons, to save two strangers dumb enough to be left behind,” Tony snarled.

Buffy’s eyes widened slightly before she shook her head. “No, I can’t… No!”

“Buffy, when that train hits the evos, they’re going to be shoved against the fence,” Tony continued. “We need to get inside.”

“So we can be trapped?”

“WE’RE ALREADY TRAPPED!” Tony shouted.

Before their argument could get worse, Tony’s nightmare situation became reality. The front of the train slammed into the crowd of evos. They were sparse at first. Only getting thicker as the train barreled towards the fence. At once, the weight of hundreds of bodies thudded against the old, rusted metal. The fence, already bending under their weight, buckled. Suddenly, a post in the middle tumbled to the ground a dozen yards away, letting dozens more evos fall through onto the ground.

“Shit!” Buffy yelped.

Tony grabbed her and began to pull.

“No, wait!”

“Fuck that!” Tony dragged her along.

“Just shoot them! We can get through!”

Tony turned and looked back. She had a point. Just not for her. If he ran—if he started shooting, there was a clear spot. It would be close, but all he needed was some luck and… and to leave her to die. That… felt wrong, despite their differences. Despite how they fought and how much of a complete bitch she was, she didn’t deserve that.

“Come on,” Tony dragged her towards the still open door, as the fence on the other side of the shed began to buckle.

“Fuck!” Buffy let out a cry of frustration as she stumbled through the door.

Tony turned, seeing dozens of evos pulling themselves towards him. Some were on their hands and knees, others climbing to their feet. The life train trundled past as several people atop gave stoic salutes. One of them, a woman with fiery red hair, shaved on one side, held up her rifle. Tony recognized it for what it was. An offer… for a quick and painless end. Their southern neighbors had always been prickly, and Tony didn’t really blame them for not stopping. This horde was a threat and there wasn’t much they could offer the train in compensation.

With a slow shake of his head, the woman offered a salute. Placing the tips of her fingers to her temple, before drawing an imaginary circle in the air. It was something about rebirth and the world. Tony didn’t understand it. But he understood the meaning behind the woman giving it.

And as the evos closed in, Tony closed the door, and turned the lock.

“W-what do we do now?” Buffy asked, trying to hide the fact she was crying.

“What do you want to do?” Tony asked softly.

Buffy’s face screwed up, and she took a shuddering breath. “I don’t want to die.”

“Well, that’s something we agree on,” Tony said, before jumping as something banged against the door. He took Buffy by the arm and brought her further inside. There were a series of thumps, bangs, and scratches against the walls. The evos were here, and the locked gate on the tracks bowed slightly as evos pressed in.

“What if we get out?” Buffy asked.

“I mean, if we got out, and you could keep walking…” Tony trailed off. Hope, even false hope, might count for something.”

“The train,” Buffy sniffed. “What if we start the train?”

“I don’t⁠—”

“You can do it, can’t you?” Buffy pressed. “You said your grandfather taught you.”

“It’s not⁠—”

“That’s how we get out!” Buffy grabbed at him. “Please? Tony, please?”

Tony stared at her. He knew this wasn’t reality. She was scared. They were going to die. But if this could give her a measure of comfort, then…

“Okay.”

“Okay!” Buffy cheered and grinned. “What do we need?”

“I need you to wait in the train, while I gather what I can that’s made of wood,” Tony told her.

Buffy’s face fell a little, but then she brightened and nodded. “Okay, then… I’ll just… wait.”

“That’s right,” Tony smiled. “Can’t have you getting worse on that ankle of yours if we’re going to end up walking, eventually.”

“Right,” Buffy nodded. “Makes sense.”

Tony followed behind as she made her way to the stairs at the side of the locomotive. She stopped at the bottom. Tony moved in close, lifting her arm and draping it over his shoulder. He helped her up the short flight of stairs. At the top, she was able to hobble along. The narrow walkway meant she was moving sideways, but it was movement either way. When she got into the locomotive, her face fell slightly. It was just a bare room with some doors that locked.

A hell of a place to die of dehydration a few days from now.

“I’ll just put this here.” Tony set the bag down on the other end. “Now… I’ll go find us some wood.”

“Great,” Buffy said and smiled bravely.

Tony turned and felt something tug on his jacket. He paused and looked back, where Buffy had a strange look in her eye.

“Don’t…”

“Don’t?” Tony asked.

Buffy firmed her lips and gave a small nod. “I don’t want to go like that. Like one of them,” she said in a small voice. “I… I don’t want to die at all, Tony, but… not like that, please? I want to be me… when it happens.”

Tony took a deep breath. Then slowly took his pistol from the holster. Buffy’s eyes widened as he set it down on the floor beside the door.

“I’m trusting you,” he said, before stepping out once more.

He knew this was a fool’s errand. The boiler needed to be filled. The fire stoked. There wasn’t enough airflow, so even getting that far would starve them of oxygen. They were dead, no matter what. So he did what he could.

As the banging on the doors got worse and the walls of the shed began to buckle, Tony rushed around. Yanking open all the cupboards, drawers and anything he could find, he came back with stacks of paper. That, he threw unceremoniously into the train from the ground and went back for more. Wooden furniture was next. He smashed a chair on the floor and added the pieces to the collection of paper that Buffy was going through.

Among the tools, he found a few things. Little bits that he could use to put on a show of fixing something. More useful things like a lighter to start the fire and save his flint. Ignoring that the fire would most likely be the thing that killed them. Carbon monoxide in an enclosed space and all. Tony was on his way to deliver them back to the cab, when he heard a metallic crunch.

“SKRREE!”

Tony watched as three evos fell through the door that had just broken. Another was trying to force its way in and causing a bottleneck, but that wouldn’t last for long. With the last things he’d get his hands on, Tony ran for the stairs. He had to go past the fallen evos, and they lunged at him as he ran by. Tearing up the stairs, he bumped into Buffy, who had a scared look plastered across her face.

Tony set the items he’d found in her hands and turned around. Taking the door, he pulled it closed behind him and turned the lock.

“They got in,” Tony said into the pitch black interior.

“Then… I suppose it’s time to get this fire started, but… before that…” Buffy sighed. “I wanted to show you something, but you won’t be able to see it.”

“There’s a lighter,” Tony remembered and patted her arms. He found the item in question before giving it a flick. The flame shot out and for a moment, he and Buffy stared at one another.

“In that case.” she turned and hobbled over to a small stack. “Does this look familiar?”

Tony frowned as she picked up the paper. Turning it over, Tony froze as he stared at a very old picture… of his mother.

“That… that’s my mom,” Tony reached out and took the picture.

It was a photograph that had been photocopied. The reason, he wasn’t sure. There was a small note. Just the words ‘due date’ and then a spot that had clearly been that date, circled multiple times and then covered up before being photocopied so the number couldn’t be revealed.

“This… where did you find this?” Tony asked.

“In the paperwork you threw in here,” Buffy answered.

Tony looked up, and his hand slipped on the lighter, extinguishing the flame and casting them into darkness.

“SKREEEE!” came the shrieks of rage outside before something thumped against the metal door of the locomotive.

Tony grunted, but when he looked at the door, it wasn’t even vibrating from the strikes. “They’re not getting through that,” he said, relieved. He turned around before spotting a faint glow. The number pad mounted on the wall. It had glow-in-the-dark paint on it and, after standing beside it with the lighter, it was now bright enough to read in the dark.

“Assuming it’s four digits, that’s a thousand different combinations right there,” Buffy sighed. “If it’s six digits, that’s a million.”

Tony nodded slowly before rubbing the paper between his fingers. The one with his mother and her due date written on it. Because Tony knew one thing about his birthday. It was rare to be born on the day specified by the doctor. Extremely so. Which made him an oddity in the world, long gone.

Assuming two digits for day, month and year, Tony made the input, and heard a small clunk.

“What was that?” Buffy asked.

Tony held up the lighter and flicked it. There was a small handle sticking out. It had been recessed into the wall where it couldn’t be seen at first. Now, in the light, it was obvious. Tony took hold and twisted, hearing a soft click, before the door swung open. Tony frowned, seeing a passage, not just a storage room, like he expected. The passage led further into the front of the train, where the boiler should be located.

Only when he moved into the area, there was no boiler. This train was obviously designed to have one, but was retrofitted for something else. He made out the shape and the internal structures where the pipes and the firebox were. The firebox, in fact, was still there, though it had a strange device mounted atop it.

“Tony?”

“You’re… not going to believe this, Buffy,” Tony muttered. He stared as he walked his way around a familiar machine. One he never thought he’d operate ever again.

“What am I not going to believe?” Buffy asked as she tried shuffling into the room.

Tony found it. Right where he expected it to be. In the orange firelight, it was hard to distinguish the color. But Tony knew that it was big and red. Taking hold, he felt the familiar grooves that provided grip, before he gave it a ninety-degree twist to the left. A heavy thunk echoed through the locomotive and a whirring sound began to come from the machine.

“Tony, what the fuck is going on?” Buffy demanded as she bumped him from the side.

Tony grinned as lights in the ceiling flickered to life, and a screen illuminated before him with a progress bar. “It’s starting up… After all these years, it’s still able to start.”


CHAPTER 5


“What am I seeing right now?” Buffy asked. “Is this real?”

“It’s real.” Tony stepped back as he looked around. “It’ll take a few minutes to stabilize, but… it’s working so far.”

“How did you know how to do that?”

Tony turned and looked around. “I was trained for it, by my grandfather, before he died. I just… didn’t think I’d ever get the opportunity to put anything he taught me to use.”

“Well, I’m going to need some kind of refresher course or something,” Buffy said. “Because I don’t understand anything that’s happening right now. This is nothing like the locomotives I’m used to seeing.”

“That’s because they’re not.” Tony licked his lips. “Those are specially designed motor cars. This looks like it was a prototype. Like some kind of doomsday bunker on rails.”

“Like Airforce one?”

Tony frowned in confusion. “What’s an Airforce one?”

“Oh,” Buffy sighed. “Sorry, you must not have the records I had access to. Airforce one was a flying machine that would keep the president safe.”

“President?” Tony frowned once more.

Buffy stared at him for a few moments before shaking her head. “Y’know what? I don’t know why I bothered trying in the first place.”

“Back to being a bitch,” Tony said, shaking his head as he looked around.

Buffy looked like she was going to say something, but Tony wasn’t paying attention. He went back to the screen with the progress bar. It was steadily increasing. If it really did start, that would change things. At least… that’s what Tony thought. There was always the chance there were other reasons this locomotive had been abandoned. If there was something outside that was broken, they’d never get it fixed with all the evos roaming around. Major repairs were difficult to accomplish. You needed entire teams, a fortified position to set up proper defenses, and as many people working together as you could cram in.

Nothing like that was available here. If the locomotive didn’t work, they were stuck. And from the thumping and muffled screeching going on outside, that wasn’t about to change. Evos weren’t great with stairs, but Tony could guarantee there were going to be a few at the door. Which, unlike the door to the shed itself, was solid steel and unlikely to be battered down with anything less than a blowtorch.

“This almost looks like it was supposed to house multiple people,” Buffy announced.

Tony looked away from the screen and glanced back to where Buffy was patting what Tony originally thought were some rather large shelves. Only to look again and realized they had padded mattresses.

“Bunks?” Tony looked around.

Now the lights were on, he could make out the interior properly. The entry was narrow. Barely enough room to squeeze in between the wall and the firebox that held the generator. On the right were the bunks, and as Tony looked them over, he noticed they weren’t affixed entirely to the wall. Not only could they be folded up against the wall to provide more room, but the bracket holding them against the wall could also fold down. He pondered that for a moment and came to a conclusion, it was likely designed to form a large table, or workbench so long as you removed the mattresses.

Directly across from the bunks in the middle of the room was an empty space. However, he did notice a rectangle on the floor that looked like either a hatch or a platform that could be raised. Tony thought likely the latter, since there was an opening in the ceiling, to what, he wasn’t sure, but on the far wall opposite the bunks was a ladder.

To the left of the ladder, though, towards the firewall and on the other side of the generator, was a curtained off section. It, being partially open, told Tony that it was some kind of captain’s cabin that he would have to check later.

Which just left a pair of doors at the front. Tony, still ignoring Buffy, walked to the door on the right. It slid open, vanishing into the wall to conserve space. Inside, it was an extremely cramped, but entirely functional looking bathroom. Little more than a shower and a toilet with a sink built in to the top of the toilet. Tony nodded before moving to the second room.

It too had a sliding door, though the interior here was a small kitchen. A sink, what looked like a refrigerator, a stove and combination oven. There were a handful of pots and pans hanging from the ceiling from hooks, while an assortment of knives and other cooking utensils were attached to magnetic strips above the sink. The rest of the walls were covered in shelves and Tony let out a sigh of relief seeing all the canned food that had been stored away.

“Sounds like you found something,” Buffy grumped as she hobbled over.

Tony grabbed the closest can and stepped back to show her. “Beef ravioli,” he said with a smirked. “It’ll be crap, but⁠—”

“Wait, food?” Buffy smiled. “What about water?”

Tony set the can back on the shelf and went over to the sink. He reached out and touched the tap on the right. Tony took a deep breath. Food alone could keep them alive for a while. Tinned vegetables would have plenty of water. Having regular access to water, though, would keep them going much, much longer. So it was with great disappointment when Tony turned the handle…

“Nothing,” he sighed, cranking it right open.

Both of them fell silent, and Tony turned the tap off once more. He turned and looked at Buffy. They both knew what this meant. Without water, they were on borrowed time, even if everything else worked perfectly.

“Was that a bathroom I spotted?” Buffy nodded to the next room.

“Sure was,” Tony sighed. “Not that it’ll do much good without water.”

“It’ll still give me a place to pee,” she said and turned to hobble away.

Tony stepped out of the bathroom and spotted the annoyed glare Buffy sent his way as she stepped into the tiny bathroom. He almost asked if she needed help, but was distracted by a beep. With Buffy taking care of her needs, Tony turned back to the screen, showing the progress bar on the generator.

“Well, it can’t be all bad,” Tony hoped.

He walked over to the screen as it beeped again.

“Well, that’s… good?” He mused as he stared at it.

The progress bar was full. And beneath it, like one of those fancy touch pads his grandfather had described, was a single word.

“Start,” Tony muttered as he tapped it.

The generator made a clunk before a low buzz. That buzz rose in volume for a few moments before fading away. The screen blinked and a welcome message came up. It vanished and showed a simple display.

“Output, normal, Core temperature, normal. Diagnostics… pending, water… pending, air filtration… pending.” Tony frowned and tapped on diagnostics. It took him to a second screen where it seemed to be checking all the systems of a modern train. It was a long checklist of various systems, from emergency brakes to something called a bidet. Going back, he tapped on the water, and it gave him a readout.

“Water levels at fifteen percent,” he read. “Filtration in progress.” There was a little progress bar for the filtration and even as he watched, it completed, before blinking. “Filtration normal.”

He exited that menu and saw that water now said normal beside it. Right before a scream came from the bathroom. Tony spun on his heel and charged for the bathroom. Yanking the door open, it slammed into the wall as Buffy flailed.

“OUT!”

“You screamed⁠—”

“GET THE FUCK OUT!”

Tony stopped just long enough for Buffy to reach for a crutch. His brain snapped back into gear and he stepped back, grabbing the door in the process and pulling it shut behind him. He heard Buffy curse up a storm from within. He thought about his options for a moment, before remembering he didn’t quite trust the irate woman within. Leaving her to whatever damnation she planned for him, Tony made his way out the secure door into the engine room. Here, too, was lit up.

Panels had raised out from the wall displaying screens showing a series of readouts. Tony found it strange not to have analog dials and other equipment. The whole thing was digital. More than that, a chair was set in the middle, right in front of a digital display that… showed several dozen evos mulling around the locomotive, and the locked doors behind them.

When Tony heard the bathroom door slam open, he flinched and then looked over by the door. His pistol was still there. Right where he’d left it. Tony wasted no time collecting it, returning the weapon to its holster on his hip, right as Buffy staggered into view with a scowl. One that vanished as she stared around in confusion.

“What’s this, and where did the chair come from?”

Tony looked around for a moment, thrown off guard by her sudden civility. “It, umm… appears to be how you drive the train.” Tony made his way over to the suspicious chair. The room had certainly been empty when they came in. But the source of the chair was obvious, as he stepped on the slightly uneven floor. Looking down, there was a panel on the floor that looked like it moved.

“I think the chair was hidden below the floor,” Tony gestured.

“This is so strange,” Buffy said. “Why is a train here, with a bunch of sophisticated equipment? Why was this room set up to look so bare?”

CRASH “SKRREEEE!”

“Don’t even get me started on that,” Buffy said looking at the evos on the screen and shaking her head.

“Look, my guess is as good as yours,” I said with a shrug. “I have no idea where this came from, what it’s doing here, why it’s still here, or what my grandfather had to do with it.”

Buffy stared for a moment before sighing. “Fine. I get it. And while we’re admitting things… Be careful with the toilet, there’s no paper or towels in there, but it sprayed… water in my… y’know.”

“Right,” Tony nodded. “The generator started fully and was going over its systems. It was doing something with the water right before I heard you scream.”

Buffy nodded. Then paused. “Does that mean we have water?”

Tony perked up and hurried past, making his way into the kitchen. He stepped in and grabbed the tap. Turning it, he had a moment of regret before a soft gurgle reached his ear. The laugh that escaped his lips as fresh, cool water poured into the sink made him shout in joy. Without thinking, he grabbed a pot off the wall and stuck it under the sink, filling it partially before turning it off.

Lifting the pot to his nose, Tony gave it a sniff. It smelled fresh and clean, so he tipped it up and swallowed several mouthfuls. He gave his lips a smack before turning with a grin to offer some to Buffy, who stood in the doorway holding a heavy-duty mug, while gesturing to the small shelf that held a few more of them.

“Thanks,” she said, holding her mug out.

Tony emptied the water into the mug and Buffy drank it down before holding it out for a refill. Between the two of them, they emptied the pot and Tony put it back on the wall.

“There’s panels on the floor,” Buffy called.

Tony stepped out and nodded. “Yeah, there’s something big…” he spotted her gesturing to a keyhole on the floor. That made him frown. Unlike the code, this was a physical key. He hadn’t seen any keys. If they were in the office, they were impossible to retrieve now. There were several panels with keyed locks on them. All along the wall between the ladder and the captain’s quarters. Whatever they were, Tony would have to find out later.

There were plenty of panels on the floor that looked like they might be storage. As well as that larger panel on the floor, that was clearly something else. In fact, beside it, between it and the captain’s quarters, was a panel that seemed to be a different size than the rest. And when Tony reached down and opened it, he found the reason why.

“Is that a motor?”

“Sure is,” Tony said with a nod.

A heavy-duty electric motor, with cables running back to the generator. The motor itself was attached to a large mechanical screw. There was a remote in there as well and when Tony pressed one of the two buttons, the motor began to turn, and the larger panel of the floor began to raise. It moved slowly but steadily upward. From his spot on the floor, Tony could make out padded bars folded beneath it. Flicking one out, it wouldn’t be comfortable long-term, but it made a decent enough place to sit and eat.

“It seems a bit much for a table,” Buffy pointed out.

Tony looked up, seeing the empty space in the ceiling, and nodded. “I don’t think it’s just a table. There’s a ladder up there.”

Unfortunately for them both, the ladder went to a hatch, and that hatch had a very visible lock on it.

“That’s the round thing on top, isn’t it?” Buffy scratched her chin.

Tony nodded. “Looks like it.”

“I wonder what’s up there,” she said and tapped her chin.

“You and me both,” Tony grunted, before closing the panel at his feet, leaving the table up. “You hungry?”

Buffy stared at him for a few moments before letting out a long sigh. “Yeah, I guess I am.”

“Let me see if I can warm something up. Maybe grab your bag and… sort out a place to put it, unpack it, whatever.”

Buffy frowned before nodding slowly. She was rather secretive about the contents of her bag. She didn’t pull anything out. Instead, she chose to place it on a bunk and left it there while she checked the floor panels one by one. Under a pair of panels were storage tanks. One for the water they were clearly using. Another labeled for waste, that Tony hoped he wouldn’t have to figure out how to empty any time soon. Other panels covered infrastructure. The main power cables running through the locomotive, spare parts like bulbs and rolls of electrical wire. Under one of the panels, they found tools. Not as many as the workshop itself, but enough to cobble together enough for anything but a major repair of the generator. There was even a box of coveralls that would be handy for a change of clothes. Especially since Tony had been wearing the same thing every day since he left home.

The only thing they didn’t find were weapons. Something that Tony figured was likely locked beneath the panels along the wall.

As the two of them sat and ate together, there was a strange feeling in the air. Tony had started with the tinned ravioli, before adding a tin of mushroom soup as a starter. It was thick, brothy and despite everything, it tasted pretty good.

“So,” Buffy mused as she sipped at the white liquid. “What do you think we do next?”

“As far as I see it, we have two main options, one of them crazy and one of them crazier.” He rubbed the back of his neck.

“What’s the crazy one?” Buffy asked.

“Sit and wait. Ask the next train for help. There’s enough food here to last a while. If we can sort out water, we might be able to last at least a few months.” Tony shrugged. It wasn’t a great plan. Even now, the screeching of the evos outside was obvious in the silence.

“And the really crazy idea?”

“I see what happens when I put the locomotive in gear and drive us out the front door,” Tony muttered.

Buffy gave a sigh. “And then what?”

“What do you mean?” Tony frowned. “We’ll be out.”

“Yes.” Buffy nodded. “But to what end? What do we do after that?”

“We could…” Tony frowned. If they caught up with the life train ahead of them, they’d probably be allowed to join. They’d probably accept simply for having a working locomotive. But that wasn’t a good long-term plan. Tony’s original, southern neighbors were problematic at best. With them now ahead, that meant they had new southern neighbors. And Tony didn’t know them at all. For all he knew, they might be worse.

“We could follow them, pick a trading spot and overtake,” Tony suggested.

“They’d probably treat us like pirates.” Buffy frowned. “Imagine us sitting behind them, and suddenly moving up alongside them.”

“We could radio them, let them know,” Tony offered.

“Have you seen a radio?” Buffy asked.

Tony frowned. “There might be one next door,” he nodded towards the cabin where he’d be driving.

“Sure,” Buffy acquiesced. “And if not?”

Tony sighed. “I don’t know.”

“If… I might make a suggestion?”

“Make all the suggestions you want. I don’t own you,” Tony pointed out.

“No,” Buffy agreed. “But… our relationship has been rather tempestuous at best, has it not?”

“Putting that aside,” Tony grimaced. “I’d hear your suggestion, at the very least.”

“We cross the continent,” Buffy said.

Tony frowned. “What?”

“Not the whole continent,” she amended. “We know there are still stable tracks leading across the nation. They’re not all destroyed in the center. If we just get ahead of my train, we can link onto the back and I can get home.”

“You think they’d give up an opportunity to have another locomotive under their control?” Tony asked.

“I might have some sway in their decision making,” Buffy admitted. “A favor for a favor. You get me home. I’ll ensure they let you go home as well.”

Tony stared at her, then sighed. “And if we can’t find a way across?”

Buffy smiled. “I might have something that will help us.”

“What, like a map?”

She nodded in the affirmative. “Like a map.”

Tony stared at her while she stared right back.

“Tell you what,” she added. “Go take a shower. You cooked me dinner. I’ll set up somewhere for the both of us to sleep.”

Tony sighed and nodded. “Fine.. I appreciate it.”

“It also means I get to take as long as I want with the hot water,” Buffy grinned.

“Don’t waste water, we’re low already,” Tony frowned.

“Oh, don’t be a spoilsport.” Buffy sighed. “Go. Shower.”

Tony grunted and stood. The chair folded back under the table and he took their dishes—much to Buffy’s annoyance—to the kitchen and washed them. Sure enough, the tap had hot water, and he used it to get everything clean before saving the cans in case they were needed for anything.

With Buffy staring at the table in front of her, Tony didn’t say a word as he headed for the bathroom. Inside, he found basics. Which was more than he’d had since he was a boy. Actual shampoo was a rarity. Soap less so, but it was nice to have. The accumulated grime from a couple of days of sweating, fighting, and running went down the drain. It was when he turned off the hot water, he realized the issue. Which Buffy addressed only a few moments later.

“Tony, I have a towel for you!”

Tony pulled the door open, and Buffy was facing away. But she stuck her arm through. The towel was thin, but it would work.

“Thanks.”

“You’re sleeping in the captain’s quarters,” she said, still not looking back.

“You’re sure?”

“It was that, or let you sleep near my bag,” she pointed out. “I could drag that into the quarters, but that seems a waste.”

Tony nodded. “Thanks.”

Without pajamas, Tony found himself laying nude on fresh sheets. They were old and smelled a little dusty, but were clean and far nicer than anything he’d used in years. Buffy, after showing him his room, had gone to take her own shower. There was a light in the captain’s quarters, and Tony, after closing a privacy screen, turned it off. The dark was a comfort, as was the bed. Though the sound of the evos ever trying to find a way in was disconcerting. Enough that Tony, after slipping under the blanket, tossed and turned. Even after Buffy exited the shower and went to bed herself, Tony continued to toss and turn.

“Tony?”

He froze and looked at the privacy screen. It was pitch black and he couldn’t see a thing, despite knowing where it was. “Buffy?”

“Who else?” came the short reply.

He listened to the privacy screen being opened and wasn’t sure where this was going, as he heard the soft clatter of Buffy’s crutches being set on the floor.

“Is this the part where one of us gets stabbed in the dark?” Tony joked awkwardly.

“More or less,” Buffy sighed as she got on the bed.

Tony felt the mattress shift and braced for whatever was coming. He was only half kidding. In the light of day, he was confident he could take her. But in the dark like this, if she had a knife… Tony was in trouble.

“Where are you?” Buffy complained as she patted the mattress softly.

As she gripped Tony’s leg, he was already reaching across to where he left his handgun near the wall.

“Tony?” she whispered as she found his leg and started crawling up his body once more.

“Yeah, Buffy?” Tony said, silently bringing his pistol down.

“We’re doing it again, aren’t we?” she asked, halting as she settled over his lap in admittedly a rather provocative position.

“Doing what, Buffy?” Tony frowned in her direction.

“If I were to turn a light on, I’d see you pointing a gun at me, wouldn’t I?” Buffy asked.

“You mentioned stabbing,” Tony pointed out. “And now you’re on top of me.”

“Wow… Am I really that much of a bitch?”

“Well—”

“Don’t you dare answer that while I’m sitting naked on your lap.”

Tony blinked. “What?”

“Hand,” Buffy patted his chest. “The one not holding a gun.”

“Ah…” Tony frowned and slowly reached towards her hand on his chest.

The moment his finger touched her hand, she snagged his wrist with both of hers. “See,” she whispered. “No knife.” Tony held still as she pulled his hand to her chest, where he felt the wonderful sensation of a full breast. Complete with a nipple pressing into his palm. “Just me. Naked. On top of you.”

“Why?”

Buffy sighed. “Because we need to work together.”

“What does that have to do with you… I’m guessing you have plans to be more than just naked?”

“Mama always said men were straightforward, so I’ll list off.” Buffy dropped his hand. “You’re as much of an asshole as I am a pretentious bitch.”

“Okay,” Tony smirked.

“Shut up,” she said and smacked his chest lightly. “From the short time I’ve known you, I believe I misjudged you a little, too. You’re not just some gun toting idiot as likely to get yourself killed as me.”

“Ummm… thanks⁠—”

“Considering how you came running earlier in the bathroom when the water sprayed me in an uncomfortable place, I’m also confident you’re not going to hurt me.”

Tony winced slightly as the handgun wavered in place where he was still pointing it at her.

“I’ll rephrase,” she said. “That gun you’re holding isn’t to hurt me, it’s to kill me. Because you don’t trust me, right?”

“Maybe.”

“What I mean is that you’re not going to do something to hurt me. Your concern is if I’m dangerous and you’re prepared to kill me if I am.”

Tony frowned. “Maybe.”

“You won’t even admit to holding the gun, since you’re probably wondering if it’ll upset me that you’re doing it.”

“And you think offering yourself for sex is going to fix our trust problems?” Tony grunted.

“I think that somewhere between a hard-headed asshole and a stubborn bitch, we can find a middle ground that will save us from whatever fights are coming in the future,” Buffy suggested.

“You want to fuck, so we don’t hate each other?”

“Yes.”

“And you think that’s going to work?” he snorted.

Buffy let out a long sigh. “Despite our differences, you’re not bad to look at. And unless I’m barking up the wrong tree and you bat for the other team, I’m not bad looking myself. So how about you stop being a stubborn asshole and take the pretty lady’s offer to sink your fat fucking cock into her tight little quim?”

Tony thought about it for a single moment. “Is that tight little quim wet enough to take me?”

“I guess that depends on the whole gun situation,” Buffy whispered.

Tony then made it obvious he set it down, going as far as to knock the barrel on the wall as he did so.

“Okay—EEEP!”

Tony ignored her squeal as he grabbed her by the ass. She was kneeling in place, but like her top half, she wore nothing below. Such a small woman in comparison weighed next to nothing and that let him drag her up the bed where she caught her top half on the wall.

“What are… Oh…”

“A little wet,” Tony murmured as he pulled her pussy towards his face. She smelled fresh, clean, with just a hint of soap from the shower. But she tasted like a juicy peach as he licked her hairless pussy from opening to clit. “And smooth.”

“Lasered,” Buffy’s voice wavered. “I like it smooth. No chance for anything getting stuck in your teeth.”

“I’m not smooth,” Tony pointed out.

“That’s fine. I wasn’t talking about men.”

Tony stopped, lost in thought for a moment.

“Is that a problem?” Buffy asked. “I’ll tell you about it if you like. Maybe when you get me home, I’ll introduce you to the girl who took my cherry. I’m sure she’ll be grateful about you getting me home.”

“I think you and I have a lot to talk about tomorrow,” Tony muttered, before lapping at her pussy, tasting how wet she was. “Right now though…”

“I suppose it’s to be expected,” Buffy sighed as she began to shuffle back down the bed. “Would you believe me if I told you this was my first time with the real thing?”

She kicked the blankets down before settling over his crotch. Tony’s cock throbbed where it was, trapped against her labia.

“That’s… really warm, isn’t it?” she whispered as she grabbed ahold of her first cock.

“Mhm,” Tony agreed, feeling the heat between her legs.

“Get this over with, I suppose,” Buffy huffed as she lifted herself up.

Tony frowned at the way she said it, before tensing as he felt the head of his cock slip between her labia. The molted heat made a slick sound and Tony tightened his grip on her hips as she pressed him to her entrance.

“There we go,” Buffy sighed. “Now just gotta⁠—”

“Oh shit,” Tony groaned as she sank down in one slow motion.

“G-fuck,” Buffy hissed. “You’re bigger than my dildo back home.”

It had been a while for Tony. He’d had sex. More than once. As a security officer, though, it was hard. Sleeping with people on his carriage was frowned upon. He was in a position of authority. But meeting others in different carriages was difficult for him, since he kept mostly to himself. Opportunities for him were few and far between.

“It’s a nice stretch, though, isn’t it?” Buffy moaned as she rocked her hips. “What do you prefer, the rocking, or should I bounce?”

“You should get off before I cum inside you,” Tony growled. It had been a really long time.

“Well, that’s not going to happen,” Buffy smirked. “You’re going to cum deep inside me where I want it.”

“Dammit, Buffy!” Tony growled as a couple years of backed up frustration throbbed inside him.

“Oh,” Buffy paused as she realized what was happening. “I see.”

“Tried to warn you,” Tony grunted as the final spurts of his seed entered her body.

Buffy let out a long sigh and got up. “I… suppose I’ll just…”

“Hold up,” Tony tried as Buffy crawled off the bed.

“Don’t worry about the mess,” Buffy called. “I’ve got a bar in my arm. It’s a contraceptive.”

“That…” Tony frowned as he sat up, cock still throbbing and hard. “You can’t get pregnant?”

“Not without waiting a few years or by taking the bar out early,” Buffy said as she stepped out of the room and grabbed her crutches off the floor.

“Wait,” Tony got up and hurried out behind her. Only to accidentally crash into her from behind since she hadn’t moved yet. The two of them fell forward, with Buffy yelping as she landed on the table, with Tony barely catching himself before he landed on top of her.

“Tony,” Buffy sighed. “What are you doing?”

“What?” Tony grunted and slowly stood, the angle pressed his erection into the side of her leg.

“Is that your dick or your gun?” Buffy asked.

“My dick,” he answered quickly. “Sorry, I just… You got up so quickly and… sounded disappointed.”

“I am disappointed,” Buffy sighed as she lightly thumped her forehead into the table. “Mama warned me that most men would finish and go to sleep afterwards. I was disappointed because you finished so quickly.”

“Sorry about that,” Tony grunted. “It’s been a while and… despite everything, you’re one sexy woman, Buffy.”

“Thanks—”

“And while I’m not about to force you into anything. If you think I’m done just because I came inside you.” he stepped closer, pressing his cock against her ass. “I think we need to reevaluate your expectations a little.”

“You’re… still hard,” Buffy whispered. “Is… that normal?”

“No idea.” Tony steered his cock to her entrance. “I’m not interested in my own gender, so I’ve never bothered to ask.”

“Does the idea of me being with a woman upset you?”

Tony gripped his cock and steered it from her ass to her entrance, pressing just inside. “Does this answer your question?”

“If I ask you to stop, would you?”

“Yes,” Tony grunted.

“Then don’t stop until I ask you to.” Buffy adjusted her stance to favor her injured ankle a little.

Tony grinned, despite himself, and thrust forward. Buffy let out a soft gasp as he stretched her to accommodate. Gripping her ass in his hands, he pulled back and drove himself in once more.

“Oh fuck,” Buffy groaned.

“Took the words right out of my mouth,” Tony chuckled as he built up a rhythm.

He wasn’t harsh. But the sounds of his hips smacking into Buffy’s ass echoed through the room. The evos clawing at the walls fell into background noise as Buffy moaned and grunted. Tony delighted in the feeling of warm flesh sliding over his cock. It had been far too long, and he’d embarrassed himself at first. That out of the way, he felt more himself and was determined to make up for it.

“Fuck,” Buffy whined. “Stupid table.”

“What’s wrong with the table?” Tony grunted as he slowed his pace from long deep strokes to shallow gentle ones while they spoke.

“My clit,” Buffy huffed. “I can’t reach, and I wanna…”

“Wanna?”

“I wanna cum,” Buffy moaned. “I wanna cum on your cock while you fuck me, but I can’t reach my clit while I’m balanced weirdly and on the table.”

“Oh,” Tony nodded and slid one hand down her injured leg.

“Tony, what?” Buffy whined as he lifted her so she was standing on one leg.

“Knee on the table,” Tony pushed her knee into place.

“What are you doing?” Buffy huffed into the darkness.

Tony answered by reaching under her raised leg, into the space he’d created, and ran his fingers over Buffy’s clit. She sucked in a gulp of air and made a soft squeak.

“Like that?” Tony asked as he thrust firmly into her from behind while stroking her clit as she wanted.

“Can you go harder?” Buffy asked.

“My cock, or my fingers?”

“Both,” she shuddered. “Fuck, I wanna cum so bad.”

Just hearing those words made Tony grin. He reached up with his free hand and grabbed Buffy’s shoulder to steady her. Then he drove his cock firmly into her slippery quim, while smoothly rubbing his index finger like a saw, back and forth over her clit.

“Oh shit,” Buffy whimpered. “Just like that.”

Tony grinned and kept going. He’d been with partners over the years that needed to be touched just the right way in order to get off. With rare exceptions, most ladies needed something in particular. A particular angle, a touch, to be kissed and more often than not for stimulation to the clit.

“Oh, fuck!” Buffy shuddered.

Her pussy throbbed, and Tony grinned. “There’s a good girl.”

“Fuck you,” Buffy half squealed and half snarled as she started to cum.

“Yes, that’s exactly what I’m doing,” Tony agreed as he continued fucking her.

After all, she did specify he was to continue until she asked him to stop.


CHAPTER 6


“Tony.”

Tony frowned, trying to figure out who was saying his name. The room was crowded, the beer was being poured. One of the farmers had figured out how to run a microbrewery right here on the train. It was only a small batch but⁠—

“Tony!”

“Who keeps saying my name?”

“TONY!”

“GAH!” Tony jerked as something smacked into his ribs.

He pulled back, scrambling for a semblance of normality in the strange environment. This wasn’t his room. It was smaller, and yet… the bed was larger. More than that, there was…

“Buffy?”

“Can I go? Seriously, I need to pee.”

Tony blinked slowly before realizing the issue. She’d come to his room last night, climbed on top and he’d spectacularly failed the first time round. Only to follow her back into the dining room while she made her escape. Which led to a second, far better outcome on the table. Before they fell back into the bed, where they shared a much gentler third time. After that, well…

“Sorry,” Tony untangled himself, pulling the blanket away.

Buffy was… gorgeous. Slim with a hint of muscle. A womanly figure with perky breasts and… one fierce scowl.

She sat up, shooting Tony a quick glare as she scooted to the edge of the bed and got up.

“Stop staring at my ass,” she complained.

“Is that a genuine request, or are you just saying that to keep up the pretense that you’re a bitch?” Tony asked.

Buffy looked over her shoulder. “I am a bitch. Right now, though, I’m worried you’re going to get a horny idea in that thick skull of yours. After what you did to me last night, I need a day or two to recover.”

“Was I too rough?” Tony asked, suddenly concerned.

Buffy heard the shift in his tone and rolled her eyes. “No, you were exactly what I wanted in the end. Enough of a man to fuck me through a climax, without being a brute about it. I’m just… a bitch.”

Tony watched as she strode to the bathroom. The subtle shake of her ass may or may not have been the result of a minor limp she was trying to hide. Tony was a little conflicted about how he felt about the woman. On one hand, she was a complete bitch. He didn’t trust her. Nor did he think that was likely to change. On the other hand, he still felt the pinpricks in his back where she’d dug in her nails the evening before. The scent of her hair was still on the pillow and the taste of her lips was on his tongue. Despite their inability to get along, they were entirely compatible in the bedroom.

“Shit,” Tony sighed and climbed out of the bed.

Outside the bedroom, faint running lights had illuminated in the morning. Dull enough not to bother anyone, but bright enough to see by. When Tony heard the shower start in the bathroom, he shrugged and wrapped a towel around his waist. Rather than interrupt Buffy and risk a tongue lashing, he made his way into the kitchen. Tony was no cook, but he could reheat a can as easily as anyone else.

So he did just that. By the time he had two steaming bowls of reheated, shitty, canned minestrone, Buffy had turned the shower off. He heard the door open and a familiar face peaked out, giving him an odd look.

“It’s still hot,” Tony shrugged. “So you’ve got time to get dressed while I take a shower.”

“Right.” Buffy stepped away, letting him head into the bathroom.

Ten minutes later, clean and fresh, Tony stepped out of the bathroom to Buffy, having set up the table properly. There was a plastic sheet over the top that looked like a perfect fit. Along with that were the two now warm bowls of soup, and a pair of mugs with steam coming off them.

“It’s just tea,” Buffy said, coming out of the kitchen while wiping her hands. “After I got dressed, I cleaned up the things you used this morning and found a tin of tea leaves.”

“Thanks,” Tony nodded slowly, before moving around to the empty space at the table.

“Look, I’m sorry about this morning,” Buffy muttered as she sat down opposite him. “This is exactly what I was talking about last night. I’m not… friendly at the best of times, and I don’t exactly have the greatest relationship with men.”

“You don’t say,” Tony grunted.

“Don’t be an ass. I’m trying to be reasonable here,” Buffy huffed.

Tony nodded, then straightened. “I suppose you are, then. I’m sorry for dismissing that.”

“See,” Buffy huffed and shook her head. “I keep thinking you’re about to say or do something stupid and instead, you just sit there and be reasonable.”

Tony sat there and stared at her. “I’ll be honest. I don’t know how to respond to that.”

“That’s okay, I wouldn’t either,” Buffy sighed and shook her head. “Thank you for making breakfast, Tony. It was a nice way to get out of the shower.”

Tony nodded and looked at the spread. “While we’re thanking each other. Thank you for the tea and… wherever you found the table protector.”

Buffy smirked. “You don’t give a rat’s ass about the table protector.”

“No.” Tony’s grin was wide and salacious. “No, I do not. But tell me where you found it, and I’ll make sure we use it from now on.”

Buffy smiled and nodded. “About last night.”

“If that’s a one-time deal, I get it,” Tony grunted.

“Ah…” Buffy frowned. “No, that’s not… Look, I am a little sore after… Just maybe not tonight, but… again, yes.”

Tony stared at her and noticed the faint blush on her cheeks, so he nodded. “Okay.”

“Okay?”

Tony nodded. “You’re right. I’m not going to hurt you. I’ve dealt with those types before. Just let me know when you’re ready and we’ll see how things go.”

Buffy stared at him while Tony picked up his spoon and started eating. She was slightly bewildered by his response. She wasn’t some naïve princess from a fairy tale. Buffy knew she was hot. Since her tits came in as a teen, she’d noticed the leers from men. Due to stress, convenience and an inclination for being bossy, Buffy had worked her way into the bedrooms of the fairer gender on more than one occasion, earning herself a reputation amongst the men of her home train.

For the first time in her life, she found herself in the presence of a man she wasn’t bothered by. She knew he looked at her. She knew explicitly all the torrid things he’d do to her, repeatedly, if given the opportunity. And for the first time, she found she wasn’t actually bothered by that fact.

“Can practically hear you thinking from here,” Tony muttered. “Is it something you want to talk about?”

“No.”

Tony shrugged. “In that case, hurry up and eat. I want to try the crazier of our two options after breakfast, and I need you to watch the readouts on the generator while I get us moving.”

“You’re going to do it?” Buffy asked.

Tony looked up and met her look with one of his own. “Home is home. If you can promise they’ll let me go, I’ll do my best to get you home first.”

Her smile broke out. Stunning Tony for a moment. She had such a beautiful smile. He looked away. It wasn’t that it upset him, but Tony knew that getting attached was a bad idea. Once she was home and he left, they’d likely never see one another again. Let alone communicate. It might take months to pass a single letter and that’s if they didn’t get intercepted along the way. No, it was far better for him to take the gift that was given. Enjoy the ride and go home without looking back.

“Thank you Tony,” Buffy smiled softly. “Thank you.”

[image: ]


“And back to the overview,” Tony instructed.

Buffy tapped on the screen and navigated back to the required menu. It showed just about everything the locomotive was doing. It’s speed, currently at zero, the temperature of the reactor that powered it and a host of other information.

“Great,” Tony nodded. “Now, the important one⁠—”

“Core temperature,” Buffy tapped the indicator. “If that starts increasing, it can go into meltdown.”

“Exactly.” Tony nodded. “That’s what I think the firebox was kept for. It’s got an emergency venting system installed, and you don’t want to be in the driver’s compartment when it activates.”

“That would be a rather painful death, if a bit quick,” Buffy said and nodded. “Do you think that’s the point?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well,” Buffy looked around. “This doesn’t exactly look like the kind of locomotive that is to be quiet and comfortable. This looks more like something that was designed to see combat. Perhaps this was a defensive measure, as well as a safety procedure.”

Tony grimaced and gave a small nod. “I wouldn’t know for certain. And I’d hate to think my grandfather built something like it but… I can’t exactly disagree either.”

He shook off those thoughts. The idea of being trapped in there while radioactive, super-heated gases blasted out into an enclosed space… The original idea for cold fusion was achieving a reaction at room temperature. At least, that’s what Tony remembered from his talks with his grandfather. The truth was that it still took considerable temperatures, and the risk of a meltdown still existed. But a stable running temperature was far, far lower than that of a twentieth century reactor before the world fell apart.

“Anyway,” Tony sighed. “You keep an eye on this. While… I see if I can get us moving.”

“Fingers crossed.” Buffy twisted her middle finger over her pointer finger.

Tony smirked, recognizing the old gesture from Old Man Williams. He did the gesture too, before leaving her behind. The driver’s seat was still in position, situated in the middle of the room with a series of digital displays around it. They had cameras, showing the evos clawing at the heavy steel exterior. Even as he looked, something thumped against the door that remained firmly locked. Unlike the chain-link fence, there was no chance the evos were getting inside this train.

“Alrighty then,” Tony nodded to himself as he sat down in the chair.

It was firm, and yet comfortable. Tony had to wonder if his grandfather had sat here once. The idea he was following in his footsteps made Tony smile. Looking over the screens, they were substitutes for the manual controls he’d expected from Old Man William’s lessons. A panel on the right was the throttle and brake. The panel on the left was power control. The rest of the screens were cameras and various readouts for speed, a clock, and a secondary display for temperature.

“No emergency brake though,” Tony said with a frown. “Interesting.”

He took a deep breath and looked up into the camera ahead of them. There were three evos directly on the tracks between the train and the locked gate. But there were easily another dozen roaming about in front of the train off to the sides. Tony reached out and tapped on the screen, finding he could pan slightly from side to side, but if he went too far, other cameras activated. Including one at eye level with the evo trying to batter in the door, along with two others pressing in behind it.

“Fuck, that’s awful,” Tony grimaced as he saw the old, decaying flesh up close. Far closer than he’d ever intended to in person.

“Something wrong?” Buffy called.

“Just getting a hang of what I’m looking at!” Tony called back. “You ready to start moving?”

“Ready as I’ll ever be!”

Tony nodded at that. He pushed the power up, seeing and hearing no response other than the value increasing. Ignoring that for now, he pushed on the throttle. Nothing happened for a moment. Tony frowned, thinking there might be a problem before he felt it. Like a small nudge on his back as the train shifted beneath him.

There was a low groan that rang out through the train, cutting to a high-pitched whine of old metal moving after so many years. There was a pair of clunks, and Tony felt the vibrations run through the locomotive as it rolled forward. Likely, the track it was sitting on was separate from the track leading out of the shed.

Ahead of the motor car, the zombie immediately in front of the train had nowhere to go. It thumped up against the train before slipping and collapsing out of view. Tony didn’t think about what would come next as the train lightly pressed up against the next zombie in line. The sudden movement of the locomotive sent the evos into a scramble. Their screeches rang out as they clustered around with renewed vigor. Tony’s only response was to push the throttle further forward as the gate quickly closed in.

The second evo fell beneath the train as the third rushed in with two more on either side. They collided with the metal at the front, and Tony watched as they were slammed up against the chained gate between the train and freedom.

Despite the train only moving at a slow walking pace, Tony had to guess it weighed somewhere between one-fifty and two-hundred tons. And at a walking pace, that was far too much momentum for a tin shed to withstand. The doors buckled and Tony grimaced as the evos were crushed against them. Caught between the train and the chain holding the gates closed, the evos were sheared through by the thin metal. It eventually broke which caused the gates to swing open.

The dozen evos on the other side of the gates were slammed into the evos behind them, opening a space and also clearing a view of outside. Hundreds of evos stood between them and the second gate, the last obstacle standing between them and the main tracks. Rather than risk their mass slowing the train and possibly causing problems, Tony pushed the throttle all the way forward. The train lumbered along, clunking into the evos en masse, they were either shoved aside or fell beneath the weight of the motor car as the train pushed through. One of them must have been a little fresh, though, Tony felt when the wheels spun in a wet patch and grimaced, thinking of the poor soul to have died so recently.

The evos clawed and screamed as the locomotive pressed them into the second gate. They tumbled to each side and Tony realized they were about to reach their first major hurdle. The gate buckled, and to his concern, the section of the fence with the gate fell backward, pressing down on the evos on the other side. The locomotive continued to push forward and Tony knew that if the gate went under the wheels, there was a chance they’d derail. And that would trap them in place with no hope of getting it fixed.

Tony could see that the gate supports had ripped out on one side. The concrete block that was buried in the ground was being dragged around. The weight of the evos laying atop the gate was being pushed by the front of the train. And with the fence still holding to the other side, it swung around, knocking dozens of evos off their feet as the locomotive rolled over the top.

“How’s things looking?” Buffy called.

“We’re through both gates!” Tony called back. “This might actually be working!”

“Maybe, but we’re building heat already!” Buffy called back.

Tony frowned and checked the display. Sure enough, there was a temperature gauge climbing. He wasn’t sure if it was just getting to an operational temperature or not. Still, it was within the normal range, so he ignored it for now as the locomotive continued to pick up speed.

It was only four hundred feet to the switch that would put them on the main line. Tony remembered from his lessons that this kind of switch wouldn’t need to be set. He’d need to slow to around fifteen miles an hour or risk another derailment. But with their progress, fifteen would be hard to reach even if he were trying.

The evos, though, were not up to the task of keeping up. They’d try for a time and the closest farms would have some problems in the coming months, but they were moving, and the evos weren’t stopping them. Tony grinned as they hit ten miles an hour and cheered, as he felt the clatter beneath his feet as the locomotive passed over the switch. There was a loud groan that he suspected was rusted parts, but they’d made it.

“We did it!” Tony cheered.

And like that, the camera caught the view of the sun for the first time and made Tony smile.

“We did it?” Buffy asked as she stepped into the driving cab.

“Still plenty of evos out there on the tracks,” Tony pointed out as one slammed into the front of the locomotive and shattered its face as it went underneath. “But yeah, we’re in the clear.”

“I can’t believe it,” Buffy sighed. “I… I was so worried.”

“You and me both,” Tony grinned.

“SKRREEE!”

“There’s that though,” Tony grimaced as their stowaways made their presence known.

“Fuck, I hate those things.” Buffy sighed. “What are we going to do about them?”

“Probably best to handle it now,” Tony admitted, before looking at the door. “Probably could unlock it, then push the lever with a broom.”

“How are you going to hold a gun and a broom at the same time?” Buffy asked. Then saw the look he was giving her. “Fuck you.”

“I mean⁠—”

“NOT!” She screwed up her hands. “Fuck… Fuck you Tony.”

He smirked as she threw up her hands. “I’ll find a broom. You get your guns, jackass.”

Tony snickered and followed her inside. Buffy stormed into the kitchen and started looking for the broom in question. Tony made his way into the captain’s cabin. There, he grabbed his rifle, and after a single moment of hesitation, his Glock. Bringing them both out, Buffy was holding an old broom and glaring at him.

“What’s with that look, I even brought you a present.” He held out the handgun.

Buffy looked at it, then sighed. “You’re not treating me like a damsel, then?”

“First, I worried you’d shoot yourself, or me, by accident. Then I worried about you shooting me on purpose. Now though?” Tony smirked.

“I could still shoot you,” she pointed out.

“I shot you first.” Tony grinned.

“What… Ewww!”

Tony laughed and made his way into the driving cab as Buffy stormed in after him with a glare.

“You’re an asshole,” Buffy muttered.

“And you’re a bitch.” Tony shrugged. “Now, come stand behind the chair. If this goes tits up, run back into the sleeping compartment. I’m sure if you play with enough buttons, you can find a way to activate that vent I was talking about.”

Her glare softened slightly, before she nodded and checked the Glock. “What am I aiming for?”

“I’ll unlock it, and step back. You use the broom to push the handle. There’s always the chance one of them is leaning on the handle already, so be prepared to act if the door bursts in before I’m ready. If all goes to plan, the door opens, they fall in, I shoot the ones on top and back, you finish the ones at my feet, got it?”

“I kill the ones that fall down, got it.” Buffy nodded and then grimaced. “Wish I had ear protection.”

“Plenty better things to wish for in this situation,” Tony grunted as he checked his rifle.

Loaded, one in the chamber, and safety off, he slung it over his shoulder and flicked the strap out of the way. Moving up to the door, he thought about grabbing the handle. If the evos were leaning on it, that might be enough to open it either way. His best bet was to be ready to jump back.

“Ready?”

“Ready,” Buffy answered.

Tony reached up and flicked the lock. He flinched when the handle slipped, like they had in fact been leaning on it. But when he jumped back, the handle only gave the smallest of wiggles, like they were pressed into it, but not actively trying to push on it. He’d never heard of an evo intentionally opening a door, but there weren’t too many of those on a moving train, and people who opened doors and found fresh evos weren’t usually in the position to explain who opened it first.

Tony took a deep breath and let it out to control his nerves. Then raised the rifle to his shoulder as he stood beside Buffy, this time without the chair blocking his path. When the door opened, the evos would come for him first. So he had to be quick as Buffy reached over with the broomstick and gave the handle a smack.

“Nearly.” she struck the door again.

The evos on the other side screamed and frantically beat on the door, wiggling that handle dangerously once more.

“Almost.” Buffy stuck out her tongue as she got it into position. “There!”

She dropped the broom, and the handle flicked down. The door sprung open as the evo on the other side collapsed into the room. The one behind it fell too, landing hard, while the third staggered but remained upright. Tony blasted that one in the forehead, killing it instantly, as a fourth tried to climb over the first three. That one took the second shot, as Buffy opened fire beside him.

She fired three shots to his two and then gave Tony a firm nudge. He looked over, seeing her pointing at the floor. When he looked down, an evo with half a face was reaching for his leg. But before he could kill it himself, Buffy shot it between the eyes, killing it.

“Sorry, it moved when the dead one landed on it,” she explained.

Tony nodded as a fifth evo staggered into view. He raised his rifle and fired, blowing out the back of its skull with a single shot.

“One moment,” he said to Buffy before moving to the door.

The railing was narrow and wrapped around the back of the locomotive. He also couldn’t see any more onboard, but when he looked over the side, there were a few hangers. Literally, holding onto the railing on the side, trying to pull themselves up as the ground slipped away beneath them.

“This easier?” Buffy nudged him.

Tony turned and saw she was offering the handgun. He took it with a nod and dispatched the remaining evos. He did a walk around, checking everywhere he could see. There was a chance there were a few hanging beneath, but they weren’t a problem right now.

Tony set the safety on the Glock and put it back into the holster. He looked out into the distance. The tracks rumbled beneath and ahead of him as a cool breeze brushed against his face. Tony let out a long sigh.

“What are you doing?” Buffy asked as Tony took off his belt.

“Why does it sound like an accusation every time you open your mouth?” Tony asked.

Buffy frowned at him as he pulled the belt out of the loops of the holster for his sidearm.

“Doesn’t matter,” Tony grunted and handed her the gun in the now detached holster. “I want it back when I get you home. But you want us to trust one another. Let’s start with this.”

Buffy frowned slightly as she took the weapon. Tony ignored her as he put his belt back on, ensuring his pants remained where they belonged. For now, at least. Buffy, after a few moments, took off her belt, before attaching the holster and replacing it once more.

“I’ve got more magazines inside,” Tony told her. “I’ll grab em out for you. Do you know how to clean it?”

“If I don’t, I’m sure you can point out where I do it wrong,” she said, before giving him a small smile showing she was trying to joke. “If I’m not mistaken, you probably don’t have a cleaning kit. It won’t be perfect, but I probably have a few things that’ll work.”

Tony nodded. He didn’t, in fact, carry a cleaning kit. The original mission should have taken twenty minutes, and they’d be back on the train once more. He’d brought ammo. The thing he actually needed for a quick trip where either you came back quickly, or died.

“Thanks,” Tony nodded. “Before that though…”

Buffy grimaced as she turned and looked. The bodies were twisted and messy. The evos needed removing, but it was never pleasant dealing with them in this state.

“Tell you what,” Buffy cleared her throat. “You get them cleared. I’ll make a cup of tea for the both of us.”

Tony gave her a long look, and Buffy rolled her eyes. “And I’ll suck your dick.”

“You’re such a bitch.”

She frowned. “Is that a no?”

“Can you be naked when you do it?”

“You’re an asshole,” Buffy huffed and turned to head inside. “Let me know when you’re ready for your blowjob.”

“SKRREEE!”

“Yeah,” Tony nodded at the shrieking evo as the locomotive rumbled by. “My thoughts exactly.”


CHAPTER 7


“What?”

“What do you mean, what?” Tony asked.

She lay beside him. The dim light of the captain’s quarters cast her in an ethereal glow. Perfect for admiring her nude form. The space they occupied wasn’t very large, and with the curtain pulled, it was warm enough that they had removed the blankets at some point in the night. Which gave Tony the glorious vision he was now enjoying.

“You’re staring at me,” Buffy huffed.

“How do you know I’m staring at you? You haven’t even opened your eyes.”

“Are you staring at me?”

Tony grinned. “Maybe.”

“Fucking men,” Buffy moaned. She rolled onto her back, pulling her arms over her head as she stretched. It did wonderful things to her breasts and for a moment, Tony’s eyes travelled to the bare slit between her legs. “So, which is it?” Buffy asked. “You falling for me, or you going to say something crude?”

“Neither,” Tony frowned. “Honestly, I was just admiring.”

Buffy opened her eyes and blinked slowly in the dim light. “Alright, why are you staring at me?”

“Besides the obvious?” Tony chuckled.

“That,” Buffy nodded. “You don’t strike me as the silent brooding type, and after last night I have to imagine you’ve got something on your mind.”

Tony recalled exactly what she was talking about. Yesterday had been an eventful day. Starting with breakfast, they had both enjoyed a hot shower. Then somehow got even luckier by getting the train to actually move. After a quick bit of zombie cleaning, the two of them retreated inside and went about finding everything they could. Every last tool, can of food or piece of equipment available.

And when they finally gave up on the search for the key to unlock those last panels, the two of them had retreated for the evening. A quick shower for them both, before Buffy had followed through with her word, and climbed into bed once more. Tony had quite enjoyed his blowjob, and Buffy seemed to enjoy having her ego stroked as Tony erupted in her mouth. Only to be thrown into disarray as Tony had returned the favor.

“Are you okay?” Tony asked.

“This feels like dangerous territory, Tony.” Buffy narrowed her eyes.

“I’m simply asking the incredibly attractive woman, whom I would like to fuck if she has any concerns,” Tony deadpanned. “Twist that however the fuck you want.”

Buffy frowned, but slowly nodded her head. “Alright. I get it. And no, I don’t have any concerns. I might have had one last night when you folded me in half.”

Tony smirked at the memory.

“But no. You respected my wishes, you didn’t push for more and while yours isn’t the best tongue I’ve had between my legs, it speaks to your quality as a lover that you didn’t stop, even while I was cumming all over your face.”

Tony nodded slowly. “So, rating out of ten⁠—”

“Seven and a half. If I was properly rested and you rubbed my g-spot as you ate me, that would have pushed it into the mid-eights.”

“Only an eight?” Tony laughed.

“You’d be surprised how adventurous a bunch of horny women can get.” Buffy rolled her eyes and stood up.

“That sounds like you have a few stories.” Tony watched the curve of her ass as she stood up.

“Get me home, Tony,” Buffy looked over her shoulder. “I might just help you relive a couple before you leave.”

Tony frowned when he heard that. Not the promise of… whatever she had in mind. But the words at the end. When he left. Whatever turmoil he felt, Buffy hadn’t noticed. She strode off before pausing.

“Tony?”

“Hmm?”

“Come look at this,” she said, heading towards where Tony knew the reactor was.

Tony got up and followed out of the captain’s room. And frowned as he saw the flashing screen.

Buffy was leaning over it with a frown of her own. “This isn’t good.”

“Shit,” Tony swore as he read the readouts.

Still in the buff, Tony hurried to the door to the driver’s compartment. Swinging it open, he knew it was safe since all the doors locked on the outside. Tony hurried over and flopped into the seat. Right away, he tapped the throttle on the screen and pulled it back. Tony heard Buffy squawk in shock as the locomotive suddenly slowed.

“HEY!”

“Sorry!” Tony called back.

The life trains typically cruised at no more than ten miles an hour. The trip from Fargo to Minneapolis should have taken about a day. Guessing that Tony’s southern neighbors passed through around a day before they left, Tony had pushed their own locomotive up to thirty miles an hour. That would put them where the southern neighbors were by the time Tony got the locomotive up and running. Within the next eight hours, they should be able to catch up. By keeping their distance, and by using the maps that Buffy still kept hidden, they hoped to overtake around Madison.

“Probably not going to happen now though,” Tony frowned as he spotted movement.

Buffy looked cross as she stepped—still entirely nude—into the driver’s compartment. “What’s wrong with it?”

“Pushing too hard, I’ve dropped us to twenty,” Tony said and sighed. “It’s not ideal, but we’re still twice as fast as our southern neighbors are.”

“That’s not fast enough,” Buffy grimaced. “We’re going to miss them.”

“You haven’t even shown me the maps yet,” Tony pointed out. “Besides, if the temperature doesn’t come down, it won’t matter, anyway.”

“I can’t believe it’s overheating already,” Buffy griped.

“We just need to figure out a safe speed,” Tony pointed out. “This could have been a lot worse.”

“We almost caused a meltdown over sex?” Buffy asked, before glancing down at herself. “What is wrong with me?”

“Other than the attitude, nothing. That ass is literally to die for.”

Buffy stared at Tony for a few long breaths before shaking her head. “You’re a fucking asshole.”

“I would love to fuck your⁠—”

“Shut up,” she scoffed and stormed back inside. “Is it safe to shower?”

“Pretty sure,” Tony said as he got up to follow.

Buffy stormed into the bathroom. It probably wasn’t entirely dry, but they each had a change of clothes hanging in there. While she got herself presentable for the day, Tony went over to the screen on the generator. The temperature had spiked and quite badly. It had crept up slowly overnight. The lack of water in the system was the problem. They had enough to run the generator on minimum capacity and to move the locomotive. They even had enough to run the shower and the toilet, since whatever system it used reclaimed the water that would normally be lost.

“Just not enough to run everything optimally,” Tony sighed, as he tapped through the controls and options.

He was looking for something. Anything really. Schematics to open whatever passed for a filler tank. Perhaps parking it in the rain would help? Could they shovel snow into the tank and let the internal temperature of the locomotive melt it down? There was a lot to consider and a few things that could be done right now. One thing that did make Tony sigh in relief, though, was watching the temperature tick down a fraction of a degree.

With the realization that he was going to have to do something stupid, Tony decided against showering that morning. Instead, he dressed in the dirty clothes he’d worn the day before, and then started making breakfast. It turned out to be some pumpkin soup, and Tony was setting it out over the plastic tablecloth when Buffy joined him.

“Not showering?” she asked, eyeing him in his old clothes.

“Not yet,” Tony admitted. “I’m probably gonna get dirty.”

She frowned slightly, but didn’t offer an argument. They both ate their breakfast, sharing some idle chatter. Neither of them felt great about their little spat that morning. Which made Tony realize that was the point of fucking to begin with. Even passing familiarity like that would force them to grow somewhat closer. But he pushed that all aside as they finished their breakfast.

“So, you cooked and you look like you have plans,” Buffy said decisively. “I’ll clean up. But what are you actually doing?”

“We’ve checked the entire inside of the train,” Tony pointed out. “But we haven’t checked the outside.”

Buffy nodded while frowning, before letting out a sigh. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

“Unfortunately,” Tony said with a nod. “At the very least, I need to find out how to add water to the system.”

“Is that why we’re overheating?”

“Pretty sure,” Tony said. “We’ve basically got enough to run a few things on minimal power. The moment we start pushing and it wants to build heat, we’re going to have problems.”

“Probably a good thing we’re heading south then, isn’t it?” Buffy mused.

Tony nodded. “You’re not wrong. But I don’t know how much ambient temperature will help things either. If it’s freezing inside, that’ll be an even bigger problem for us.”

“You’ve kept me warm so far.”

Tony stared at Buffy and noticed her cheeks pinken slightly.

“Fuck off.”

“There we go,” Tony chuckled. “You’ve got my pistol?”

“Sure do,” she patted her side where it was holstered under a thin jacket.

“Great,” Tony nodded. “It’s not a great idea, but if shit hits the fan… Slow down to around eight miles an hour and when the next southern train bumps into you from behind, they’ll be able to help… hopefully.”

“What?”

Tony shrugged. “I’m not about to pretend that this is safe. I’m going to be crawling over a moving train at twenty miles an hour. If I fall, I’m not getting back on.”

“Then maybe we should⁠—”

“Look, until I’ve seen your maps, I can’t even pretend to know if we’re going fast enough or not to catch up with your life train. What I do know is if I can figure out how to fill this one with water, we can move fast enough to try again if need be.”

“Just be careful then,” Buffy said softly, scooping up their bowls.

Tony watched her walk into the kitchen, before deciding not to call her out on the concern. They were temporary allies. Fuck buddies at best. He’d get her home. They’d celebrate in a carnal way, and Tony would go home. End of story. With a sniff and a nod, he tightened his belt and retrieved his rifle.

Slung over his back, Tony made his way outside. To his dismay, it was slightly raining. A fine damp mist. Enough to get in his eyes when the door opened on the side. Tony stepped out, ignoring the sudden drop in temperature from the wind and water. He closed the door behind himself and walked around the back to shelter from the wind.

Tony hadn’t had a good look at the outside. It was a train, through and through. Many of the parts he’d recognize up close. Though he’d made some assumptions that he no longer thought were quite true. The first being that this was a steam train. It wasn’t. Not in the traditional sense, at least. There was no boiler and pressurized pistons to power the wheels. They were all electric.

Dreading what was coming, Tony moved around to the far side where he’d boarded the train to begin with. There, the wind pushed past and Tony leaned over to see as best he could.

SKRREE!

“Shut up,” Tony grunted as the evo went by.

Sure enough, despite looking like a steam train at a glance, Tony saw the differences. All the metal components usually attached to the wheels—the crank and drive rod in their various configurations—none of them were moving. They were stationary and the steam chest that would drive them was hidden behind metal plating.

“Just what the hell were you planning with this, old man?” Tony sighed before making a decision.

Swinging one leg over the railing, he leaned over and took hold of the edge of the locomotive. He held onto the outside and stood up on the edge of the railing. The wind blew overhead and made him squint. The outside of the train was wet, but not particularly slippery. Tony stood tall and gradually clambered atop the moving train. There wasn’t much to look at out here. Just an endless expanse of decrepit buildings. There were plenty of trees and other plants poking through the rubble, but it was unmistakable seeing the ruins of civilization and how many millions of people once lived here in the decades past.

Turning from the surrounding area, Tony looked ahead. Nothing but the rails was in sight. They were likely still hours, if not a day, from the train ahead of them. Tony just hoped those barbaric idiots wouldn’t try anything stupid so long as they kept their distance. Slowing or stopping might be fatal unless Tony could find an alternate track to follow.

For now, Tony wasn’t interested in exploring those ideas. He wanted to check the train they were currently on. He knew already that there was a rounded section at the front and a smokestack in the middle. In a traditional steam train, the water filler was on the top as well, but this wasn’t a steam train and there wasn’t a guarantee the same applied here.

Tony kept low. Twenty-miles an hour wasn’t horribly fast, but he didn’t feel comfortable standing atop the machine. He crawled along, looking for any signs of maintenance hatches or handles to show where one would be. It turned out to be a bit of a nasty climb. There wasn’t much up here. Nothing really to hold on to, which… made sense when Tony thought about it. This thing looked built for war. If it were easy to climb over, that might be a problem.

Still, he made his way to the front. There were a few sections that looked like they opened, but provided no way to do so from the exterior. And then he reached the rounded section at the front and was left even more confused. He had no idea what it was, other than a general realization that it was large enough for a couple of people to sit inside. And it was able to rotate it. At least, that’s what he thought from the looks of it. How to rotate it, or its purpose, Tony still didn’t know.

“Great,” Tony sighed. “Now I gotta climbing around the sides.”

He shook his head and slowly made his way towards the back. Tony found the side with the railing and rolled onto his stomach. By rotating around, he swung his legs off the back and let them dangle. When he touched the railing with his foot, Tony lowered himself down and flinched when something screamed.

The heavy smack made him turn, and he watched as an evo, missing part of its face, rolled violently along the ground. Likely having been struck by the back of the train as it lunged towards him.

“That’s something to think about,” Tony muttered to himself.

The sides of the train were exposed. It wasn’t a huge danger, but one lucky evo and he might just be dragged off the train. Tony shook his head as more evos passed by. There were sections, mostly around the south-west, that were thicker with evos than in other parts of the country. Unfortunately, with three life trains bunched up so closely, the evos had made their move and there wasn’t much way to stop it now. With separation, the problem would stabilize, but for now, Tony just had to put up with it.

Checking ahead, he saw nothing of immediate danger. So he lowered himself down once more. Unlike the top, the sides had a few things to climb on. A railing along the bottom had enough space above it to slide a boot, and there was a rim above to grab with his hands. The wind and wet made everything cold, though, and Tony wanted to get this over with as quickly as possible.

He shimmied sideways, heading to the front of the train. Carefully, he moved his feet and settled them down before moving his hands to catch up. The last thing he wanted was to slip. He wasn’t about to climb down to the level of the rails, at least not at these speeds. But he was able to work his way to the front of the train without too much trouble. There wasn’t much to look at. Sheet metal, some welds that didn’t look entirely professional and yet more sheet metal.

Tony managed to climb around the front of the train. It, too, was as bare as the rest of it. Here, he was careful not to kick the camera he knew was mounted up here. It was easy enough to spot. Housed in a metal extrusion that had been welded to the front, along with a thick piece of glass over the front to protect it from impact. It likely wouldn’t stop a bullet or a direct impact with something hard, but it was high enough and solid enough to shrug off smacking into something—like the doors to the shed the train was kept in.

“SKRREE!”

Tony flinched, and something smashed into his ankle. It yanked hard and his foot was pulled free. The weight tugged at his hands and with nothing but damp metal to hold on to. He slipped.

“FUCK!” Tony yelped as he swung upside down.

His ankle slipped through the railing he’d been standing on. It had slipped up to his knee and caught, leaving Tony dangling helplessly upside down. His rifle slipped up over his shoulders and only pure luck spared the weapon, falling onto the tracks just outside arm’s reach.

“TONY!”

Tony blinked and looked around.

“Oh fuck! TONY!”

“Buffy?!”

“Tony! Where are you? Did you go under?”

Tony frowned. He wasn’t sure, but from her reply and her quick arrival… had she been watching him?

“I’m… a little stuck, up at the front,” he called, before remembering exactly what kind of position he was in. Looking ahead, the tracks were clear for now. That might change at any point, though. With that in mind, he started looking around for something to help. There just wasn’t anything. He might be able to reach up and grab the railing where his leg went under. But that would mean dropping the rifle and even then, after pulling free, he might end up dropping onto the tracks as he swung his leg back around.

“Dammit,” Tony shook his head. “BUFFY!”

“Yeah, Tony?!” came her worried reply.

“Stop the train!”

“What?!”

“Stop the train!”

“Fuck!” came her terse reply.

Tony didn’t know what she was doing or even if she could. He clutched his rifle and held it at the ready. Though, he didn’t feel great about it while hanging upside down. Even as he watched, one of the evos ahead of the train seemed to stagger out onto the tracks. Tony swallowed nervously and brought up his rifle. It felt weird with gravity pulling up instead of down, but Tony steadied the rifle as best he could.

His knee hurt and his leg flailed about helplessly. Taking aim, Tony was able to fire when the train lurched. The momentum reduced and suddenly Tony found himself rocking. He grit his teeth as the evo got closer and closer. With no choice, Tony switched the fire selector from semi-automatic to fully automatic. Squeezing the trigger, a burst of shots rang out. Center mass on an evo didn’t do a whole lot. But he was lucky enough to strike it in the knee. The joint blew out and the evo collapsed, shrieking in mindless rage as Tony tucked himself up before it vanished under the train.

Those shots were dangerous. All the evos in the area would be coming now. Even as the train slowed to a steady stop. Tony kept an eye out, seeing more approach. He needed to be quick. The moment the train came to a complete stop, he felt his momentum swing. One quick look around to check he had a moment of peace, he dropped his rifle. It landed on the ground beside the tracks and Tony twisted himself up to grab at the rail.

He could reach it, but getting his leg out was going to be another problem. Crunching himself over pushed his leg deeper into the train. Holding on with one hand, he reached in and grabbed the end of his pants. Pulling to one side, Tony tried to flip out that way. He was partially successful and braced his free leg against the metal, giving one final push.

It worked, and Tony tumbled to the ground. Landing heavily on the steel rail below.

“Gah!” he gasped as he landed hard. “Fuck!”

“Tony!”

He grimaced as he pushed himself up. His side was bruised, and quite badly, though it wouldn’t show quite yet.

“SKREEEE!”

Bang!

Bang!

Tony knew that things would only get worse. He forced himself up to a seated position. His side ached horribly, and he hoped he hadn’t broken a rib. With a grunt of pain, he scooped up his weapon and pushed himself to his knees in time to spot the danger coming from under the train. It was either one they’d run over that got caught, or one that hitched. It was crawling towards him, having looked like it had been dragged for miles. Tony turned, grunting in pain as he did, before lining up the shot.

Evacuating the evo’s brains over the rocks, Tony pulled himself to his feet. Then started moving. He kept an eye on the side of the train. Just in case he missed something. But even from his new angle, there wasn’t anything to see. Just more metal. Even the rails for the wheels just looked like reinforcing, as if designed to protect from something striking it from the side.

Tony shook his head and kept moving as he heard Buffy’s handgun fire twice more. In return, Tony raised his AR and blew apart another evo who was going to be a problem. A third was caught under the back and Tony blew it away as he crossed behind the train.

“TONY!”

“I’m okay,” he called back, before making his way around to where the entrance was.

When he first boarded the train, it had a proper set of stairs. But they weren’t part of the train. Here was just a small ladder. Tony checked underneath, just in case, before Buffy took another shot behind them. He glanced back and grimaced, seeing them all coming.

“Come on, get up!” Buffy snapped.

“Take my gun.” Tony held the rifle up.

Buffy saw it, and frowned, before putting her pistol away. She took the rifle next and stood tall as she brought it to eye level. Twice she fired rounds and twice Tony heard the sound of a body collapsing. He nodded to himself as he finally accepted she was competent with a weapon. Which made her dangerous if they ever disagreed. But for now, he’d have to trust her.

Climbing the ladder was painful. First from the bruises on his side, and secondly, from his knee. He’d pulled something and while keeping it straight was fine, bending it to climb a ladder ached. There wasn’t much to do, so Tony continued up the handful of rungs before he dragged himself onto the rear platform beside Buffy.

“Up,” she snapped and grabbed his arm. “C’mon you fucking asshole. My ankle’s still fucked up, so you need to do this on your own.”

“Shit,” Tony grunted, remembering she was injured, too. “Quite a pair, don’t you think?”

“Now’s not the time to be admiring my chest,” Buffy snorted.

Tony grinned, nodding along at her joke, but got up all the same. She walked with a slight limp. She wasn’t going to be running anywhere, but their enhanced bodies, thanks to the virus, healed rather quickly. She led the way inside and handed Tony back his gun before closing the door behind them.

Tony went over to the driver’s seat and sat down, letting out a groan of pain as he did so. In the chair, he reached forward and pushed the throttle forward once more. The train lurched slightly and began to move off once more.

“You’re a fucking idiot, you know that?” Buffy snarled as she stormed towards him.

“Yup.”

“Yup?” She grabbed the front of his shirt with both hands. Tony must have flinched as she jostled him because she let go right away. “What’s wrong?”

“Fell on my side,” Tony grunted.

“Show me,” Buffy said, her glare made her cheeks flush.

Tony let out a sigh, but set down the rifle on the floor, before slowly pulling his shirt over his head. Buffy’s eyes glanced over at him before trailing down to his side. “It’s below your ribs,” she bent and examined him. “Probably bruised a kidney. I want you to tell me if you piss blood later.”

“Yay me,” Tony said and sighed.

“I’ll get you something cold to put on it.”

Tony rolled his eyes and slumped back in the chair. The light thump made him grimace, and Tony gripped the armrests of the chair. Only to notice that the one on the right seemed to shift. Tony breathed through the pain as he sat up and gave the arm rest a squeeze. Pushing his thumb to the inside, he lifted, and felt something shift, before the padded top flipped open with a click.

“You’re fucking kidding me,” Tony growled as he saw a loaded pistol, three magazines… and a key.


CHAPTER 8


“So what do you think is up there?” Buffy asked.

Tony shrugged as he swallowed the mouthful of canned spaghetti. “No idea.”

“Thought you might have seen something while you were out climbing like a fucking idiot,” she huffed.

Tony looked Buffy in the eye and had to wonder how much of her attitude was real. Sure, she was a bitch. That much was established. But how much of it was her natural personality, and how much of it was a mechanism that helped her survive? It was hard to tell who someone really was until you spent a while with them. Although their time together had been short, they had gotten remarkably close.

“What about the hatches in the floor?” Buffy asked.

Tony nodded and scraped his bowl clean. “Guess we can check that now.”

Buffy nodded, and Tony set the bowl down. He’d clean it up soon. His knee was stiff and his side ached a bit as he slid off the thin seat. The locked floor panel was directly beside the table. Tony could only think that whatever was in there, was directly related. So he’d start there, rather than the ones on the wall.

“Careful,” Buffy warned him.

Tony nodded and knelt down. He fit the key into the lock and sighed in relief when it twisted. As it did so, the lock pushed up, giving him something to hold onto. Buffy leaned over to watch as Tony grabbed hold and lifted. The panel opened and Tony stared at what he could only assume was a bunch of neatly stacked crates. Around two feet long, and half that wide. Tony didn’t know how deep since they were stacked neatly and to the brim. But they did have a handle.

“Is that a good idea?” Buffy asked.

Tony shrugged. “No warning labels and a handle.”

Tony took hold, and despite his words, he took a deep breath, and lifted. Only to grunt in a little bit of pain as he realized how heavy it was. He tried again, gave a pull and felt whatever it was budge, slightly.

“What’s wrong?” Buffy asked.

“Real heavy,” Tony frowned. “Maybe batteries or something?”

Taking hold of the box with both hands, Tony braced himself and lifted. This time, he felt the crate budge and slowly come out. His body protested but he dragged it to one side…

“What the fuck?” Tony frowned as he stared at it from the side.

“What can you see? It’s just a box on this side.” Buffy got up.

Tony leaned over and checked. Sure enough, it was just the same solid box material on all sides. All except the thinner end on his side, where six brass circles greeted him.

“What the fuck?” Buffy froze.

“That’s what I said,” Tony chuckled.

Reaching out, Tony grabbed hold and slowly began to withdraw what he suspected it contained. The brass circle revealed a long cylinder. One that was the entire length of the box it was contained in. The box was well made, holding the object firmly, but not preventing it from being removed. Until finally, the brass gave way to painted green and white print.

“Aitch, ee, em, forty-eight,” Tony blinked slowly. “Holy shit, it’s an explosive tank round.”

“Explosive?” Buffy gasped as her eyes widened in fear.

“Yeah, but don’t worry, these things are pretty safe,” he said, trying to assure her. “See, these things only detonate when something solid strikes the tip.” He gestured to a small plug. “Even then, it has to be of a certain thickness. I wouldn’t go taking a hammer to it, but it’s fine to handle.”

“And you know that for certain, how?” Buffy asked.

Tony shrugged. “Because it’s gotta withstand being blasted out of a giant gun without blowing up the gun.” He tilted his head up to the locked hatch in the ceiling. “And I’m betting I know what’s up there.”

It took a few moments to get the crate put away once more. Tony even locked it, making sure the extended lock wasn’t going to be a tripping hazard. Probably why it was built that way to begin with.

“Now I really wanna know what that old bastard was doing here,” Tony said and smiled softly. “Bet he’s up there grinning like an idiot, waiting for me to figure only halfway of it out so he can make fun of me for the bits I missed.”

“Just the unimaginable coincidences that have gone into all this…” Buffy shook her head. “Hurry up idiot and get that open, so I can get these ones,” she gestured to the panels on the wall.

“Oh right,” Tony nodded in agreement. “Almost forgot about them.”

Buffy gave him the eye, and Tony got the hint. He climbed a couple rungs and plugged the key into the lock in the ceiling. That too turned, though unlike the floor panel, this one just folded down under its own weight. It wasn’t particularly heavy, unlike the floor. And it exposed a space above.

“Here.” Tony tossed the key down to Buffy. “I’m going to check this out.”

“Be careful,” Buffy said, worry marring her features. She bit her lip as she stared up at him.

Tony nodded and continued his climb. His knee protested, but Tony pushed that aside for now. He made his way up and found a strange, cramped and entirely dark space. Tony squeezed in, feeling around inside. The space was limited and there was an opening above where the raising panel would come up. That panel was shut and solid for now. Tony felt around, feeling machinery and… a seat.

Following that, Tony moved over and sat down. The seat was small and uncomfortable. It wasn’t even padded, and yet the moment he sat, Tony blinked as a small red light illuminated above his head.

“Wow,” he looked around. The small red light cast just enough light to see without bumping anything. Which was a good thing as he took it all in.

“Tony?”

“I’m okay!” Tony called down. “Just… this isn’t what I expected.”

On the roof was a switch, and Tony reached up before flicking it. The red light turned off, and a fluorescent light turned on instead. He’d been prepared and hadn’t been in the dark long. So, a couple of blinks later, Tony was able to see clearly as he looked around the inside. There were two seats up here. The first was the one he was sitting in. And it was directly beside the hatch.

The seat was oriented to face the hatch, and there were a series of alcoves on the wall. These were also filled with those shells, though unlike the ones in the floor, these were labeled.

“More of those forty-eights,” Tony touched the first row. “Smoke,” he touched the second. “Never heard of you though,” Tony frowned as he touched the third row, marked HVAP.

“Hey Tony?” Buffy called.

Tony leaned over, looking down through the hatch. “Yeah?”

“Was your grandfather preparing for a war or something?” she asked.

Tony leaned back and looked around the inside of what was clearly a turret based off a second world war tank turret. The gun was mounted in the middle of the two seats. With Tony being on the left where the loader would have been positioned, the second seat on the right of the gun would be the shooter. There were no spots for a commander, but as Tony looked around, he did notice something interesting. Two things, in fact.

The first, being a radio, currently powered off. And the second, a strange-looking lever. One that didn’t match the rest of the turret and was painted green. It was in the lowered position and was situated in a way where it was easy to find, but you were unlikely to bump it. It took all of a moment for Tony to climb over to the gunner’s seat and, without a moment of hesitation, he pushed the lever up.

The turret shuddered for a moment, before he felt it moving. He spotted movement to his left and glanced over as the panel on the floor opened up, as a series of screens mounted in front of the gunner’s seat activated. It showed an aiming reticle along with a few other functions.

“Tony, what the hell is going on up there?” Buffy snapped.

Tony shook his head as he grabbed the handle in front of him. At once, the gun beside him began to angle upward and the view on the screen pointed up into the dark sky, keeping the aiming reticle centered in the middle.

“Are you listening to me!?” Buffy shouted.

“Sorry!” Tony shook his head. “Just… figuring things out.”

“Same here,” Buffy called. “Have you seen this?”

Tony leaned over. With the second hatch open, he could see straight down into the main room below, where Buffy was staring up at him from in front of the panels she had opened.

“Well…” Tony said as he nodded in appreciation.

Behind the first panel on the left were rifles. AR’s just like Tony’s inherited one. Half a dozen of them, side by side. Below them on a shelf was a collection of sidearms to match the one in the driver’s chair. The middle panel was all ammunition. Magazines stacked into neat rows, with boxes of loose bullets on the lower shelves. The final panel on the far right contained vests. Tony recognized them by reputation and bulk. They weren’t common, but if he was right, they were designed to stop bullets, and made out of similar material as the straps on Buffy’s bag.

“Alright,” Tony called down. “You showed me yours. Now come see mine.”

“How?”

“The ladder,” Tony pointed, and then frowned when he spotted the problem. “What happened to the ladder?”

“When you did, whatever it was that you did, it pulled the rungs into the wall,” Buffy answered.

Tony thought for a moment, then nodded. “That actually makes sense. This is a turret. If I’m spinning it around while you’re climbing in, you could get hurt. Which means…” Tony leaned over to the green lever and pushed it down. The screen in front of him went blank. While paying attention, he took note that the turret itself lowered slightly as the gun lowered to the same position it was in before. Once locked down, the rungs for the ladder sprung out of the wall once more, right before the secondary panel above the table closed up.

Buffy sighed and began to climb. “Fuck,” she cursed.

“Shit, your ankle,” Tony frowned.

“I’m okay.” Buffy climbed up and looked around.

“Here,” Tony leaned over. “Sit here.”

Buffy hoisted herself up and turned. Tony couldn’t help but grab her ass as she steered herself back into the chair.

“Pervert,” Buffy huffed at him.

“I mean, have you seen your ass?” Tony smirked.

Buffy rolled her eyes. “Alright, do whatever you did before,” she said.

“Right, right.”

Tony reached over to the wall and flicked up the lever. The turret shuddered and the screen in front of him illuminated as it came online once more. The panel on the floor opened and Buffy edged away, looking nervous.

“What the fuck is even going on?” Buffy sighed.

“Your guess is as good as mine,” Tony said with a shrug. “Part of me thinks this is some prototype, but… it’s almost like they had a plan.”

“One he clearly never told you about?” Buffy asked.

Tony shook his head. “I was barely a teen when he died. It’s why I wasn’t a driver. Too young, and someone else took over. I kept his stuff, though. His notes, his gun and the rest.”

“Won’t let you drive a train, but they’ll hand you a rifle,” Buffy joked. Tony shrugged. That was pretty much exactly how it worked. Buffy leaned over, looking around at the equipment. “So, that’s the gunner’s seat, obviously?”

“Pretty much, yeah,” Tony said, grasping the handle from earlier. There were two. The first one let him point the gun up and down. And the second when he grasped it, slewed the turret left and right. The mechanism looked bulky, but other than the stick, nothing obviously moved.

“It looks like they’ve changed things,” Buffy pointed out to spots where there were welding and grinding marks. “Are we sure this even works?”

Tony shrugged. “One way to find out, right?”

Buffy frowned and looked at the gun. “How?”

Tony leaned over and looked at the gun. “Lever maybe?”

Buffy crouched in her seat and looked at the gun before tapping something underneath that Tony had missed. “Like this?”

“Give it a pull?” Tony suggested.

Buffy grabbed hold and began to pull. She grunted softly and Tony saw it was moving the breach. He also noticed she was struggling, so he reached over and grabbed ahold to help her.

“Shit, this is heavy,” Buffy complained.

“You’re telling me,” Tony grunted as he helped pull the lever all the way back towards him.

“What now?” Buffy asked.

Tony looked at the wall behind her. “Grab one of those?”

Buffy turned, showing the seat could swivel and wasn’t fixed. She looked over the arranged shells and grabbed one from the smoke rack. She grunted as it came out. All two feet of it dropped into her lap, where she almost dropped it.

“Careful,” Tony warned her.

“I got it,” Buffy huffed as she turned back. “Just shove it in?”

Tony blinked slowly. “I mean, you could. But I like a little foreplay⁠—”

“Oh, shut the fuck up,” Buffy cursed, though a small smile curled the side of her mouth. She stuffed the end of the massive shell into the barrel and gently pushed it in. “Now what?”

Tony frowned. “Is it all the way in? Or do we have to push the lever again?”

Buffy grabbed the lever and gave it a tug, but it wouldn’t budge, and she let it go. “Maybe it’s not in properly?”

She reached in, grabbing the shell by the lip on the base and pulled it out. Then gave it a hard shove. Something clunked into position a moment later, and the lever swung shut, pushing Buffy’s hand out of the way as the breach slid into position.

“Shit!” she yelped.

“You okay?” Tony asked.

“Fine, just… that happened so quick,” she said as she frowned at the lever.

“Remember, for the future then,” Tony suggested as he looked out through the sight. “What should I hit?”

“It’s smoke,” Buffy shrugged. “Does it matter?”

“Probably not,” Tony admitted. “It’s probably got recoil, so make sure you’re not behind it.”

“I’m out of the way.”

Tony nodded and looked at the screen. There was another dial atop one of the sticks. By pushing that, the screen zoomed in. The aiming reticle grew larger as well, and Tony could only assume it was measuring inaccuracy over range. Ignoring that for now, Tony aimed at a distant building. It was way out ahead of them and he wouldn’t need to follow it too much with the speed they were travelling.

“Ahhhh…”

“Ahh?” Buffy asked with a small amount of exasperation.

“How do I shoot?”

“Oh, for the love of…” Buffy leaned back and started looking around.

Tony did as well, looking for a trigger, or… His eyes spotted a red foot pedal. Without thinking, he stomped it. At once, the cannon fired. The breach slammed back and Buffy let out a shriek as their ears rang from the sudden explosion.

“Fucking asshole!” Buffy snarled.

“Sorry,” Tony apologized, while rubbing the inside of his ears with his fingers.

“We need hearing protection for this shit,” Buffy snapped.

Tony nodded in agreement. He looked around. The first thing he noticed was that the breach was open. Having fired, it had reset, ready for the next shell. The second thing he noticed was the expelled shell casing laying on the floor between them.

“Handy,” Tony nodded.

“Huh?” Buffy asked before spotting what he was looking at. “Well, that’s helpful, at least. How’s your aim?”

Tony looked back at the screen and frowned. “Ahh…”

“You missed?”

“I think so,” Tony admitted with a nod. “I can see smoke. It’s waaaay out in the distance. I don’t know if I missed by an inch or by feet.”

“What were you aiming at?” Buffy asked, leaning over.

Tony tapped the building on the screen, and Buffy huffed. “For all we know, it went through a window.”

“Should we try again?” Tony asked.

Buffy glared at him, and Tony held up his hands. “Alright, we’ll leave it for now. We know it works. No idea what we need a tank gun for, but it works.”

“If we’re going to cross the continent, there’s always the chance of pirates,” Buffy pointed out as she leaned over to grab the spent shell casing.

“Stop!” Tony smacked her hand away.

“Ouch! Dammit, what was that for?!”

“Fire, explosion, heat,” Tony pointed out.

Buffy frowned, then shook her head. “You’re right, sorry.”

“Hearing protection, and gloves,” Tony nodded. “I’m sure there’ll be some in here somewhere.”

“There better be,” Buffy said and sighed. “C’mon, slap that lever. I wanna go down.”

Tony looked out through the screen once more. The smoke was a long way off. He wasn’t even sure the tracks would go past it. The only issue he now faced was where they would catch up with the southern neighbors. They had started a day behind, and were only moving at twice the rough speed. Which meant they should have caught up by now.

Tony frowned in thought, but there was nothing he could do about it. Instead, he turned to Buffy. “Alright. We’ve got half a plan. Where are these maps?”

“Right,” she said and nodded. “Should we just… leave that?” she asked, gesturing at the shell.

Tony nodded. “It’s not going anywhere for now.”

He pulled the lever, and the gun re-centered itself as the turret sank back into its retracted position. With that set, Buffy shifted over the now closed panel and made her way down the ladder. Tony followed behind after stepping over the hot, spent shell casing.

“I’d bet,” Tony started, “that our table was first designed to lift those crates up into the turret.”

“Seems obvious to me.” Buffy nodded as she made her way over to where her pack was set on the workbench. “Let me grab this out,” she stated simply.

Tony made his way over. He didn’t hurry. She was still protective of her pack, and he didn’t want to rush her. When she pulled out a wad of paperwork, Tony joined her at the bench and watched as she laid out a map that was clearly hand drawn. Or perhaps traced from an original of the same size.

“Now, we’re here,” she tapped on the map by the words Minneapolis. “Or at least in the vicinity of it. We’ve got your southern neighbors ahead of us. Then your train, and mine ahead of that.”

“Right,” Tony nodded as he looked at the various lines on the map. “These are all rail lines?”

“Most of them,” Buffy agreed. “The thick one is the main one we all use.” She traced it around the edges of the continent.

Tony nodded. He’d seen something similar when he was younger, but not since he was demoted to security. “Yours is more detailed than ours was.”

“It’s not exactly hard to figure out if you have the equipment,” Buffy said with a shrug. “But we didn’t share this kind of information. Just in case someone did something stupid with it.”

Buffy traced her finger over Chicago and along the main line to Cleveland and Buffalo, curving around to Syracuse, Schenectady, Albany and finally to New York City.

“The line from Syracuse to Binghamton is gone,” she murmured. “But Buffalo to Binghamton is fine, and the rest of the rail is clear to New York.”

“That’s suggesting we can make it ahead of your train,” Tony pointed out.

“That’s what worries me,” Buffy chewed her lip. “There’s always the chance we can turn off at Chicago and head towards Indianapolis, but we aren’t sure of the tracks beyond there.”

“I’m surprised you know that far,” Tony said. “That’s impressive.”

“It’s mostly collective knowledge and extrapolated data. We haven’t personally checked some of these lines in years, but we know from low levels of tectonic activity and lack of travel that they’re unlikely to have changed in any way since our last visit.”

“So, you have no idea if someone’s gone along and blown up a track at some point?” Tony asked.

Buffy sighed. “No. No, I don’t.”

“And you want to risk both our lives, dashing across evo’s land to try to meet up on the other side?” Tony asked.

“I have to,” Buffy turned and faced him. “You don’t understand.”

“You’re right,” Tony agreed. “I don’t. You made this sound like you had it all planned out. Now I’m hearing it’s a risk and you’ve no idea.”

“It’s worth it⁠—”

“How can it possibly be worth it?” Tony demanded. “There’s overtaking lanes. It might take a year or two, but we could do this the slow way.”

“I can’t wait years,” Buffy frowned. “Please, trust me?”

“Trusting you isn’t the problem here,” Tony pointed out. “It’s trusting this map. It’s trusting that we’re both going to get through this alive. I want to trust you. I really do, but you’re not giving me an answer I can work with.”

“It’s time sensitive,” Buffy muttered.

“How?”

“I…” She sighed. “Tony, please?”

“Are you pregnant or something?”

“What?” Buffy jerked. “No! I already told you. I’ve got an implant, so I can’t be pregnant. That’s why I let you…” she shifted side to side and opened her hands, “You know… inside me.”

The two of them sat in silence for a moment. Neither was willing to speak. They were at an impasse. Tony didn’t see the need to risk themselves so badly, while Buffy was adamant about doing just that.

“Look,” Buffy finally said and held up her hands. “You’re right. Chicago to Indianapolis would be a bold and… probably a stupid move.”

“Stupid?”

“Shut up,” Buffy scoffed. “Chicago to Lima, or even Cleveland to Alliance. They might be better options. I’m just worried that if my train has pushed ahead and your southern neighbors haven’t. We’ll come out the other side behind your train and we’ll be stuck looking for the next place to get past.”

“I just wish you’d tell me what’s in your pack that’s so damn important,” Tony admitted.

“Tony, do you trust me?” she asked.

Tony rolled his eyes. “Enough to share a bed and hand you a gun. Not enough to follow a second-hand drawn, and unverified map.”

“Then can you trust that what I’m trying to do is the most important thing that someone has likely ever done? Can you trust that I’m doing my best to make this world a better place, and that I have a limited window to do it.”

“If anything, that gives me some more questions,” Tony complained, before letting out a long sigh. “How long has it been since one of your people took the trip from Cleveland to Philadelphia?”

“Successfully, five years,” Buffy stated promptly.

“Successfully?”

“We sent a team last year around this time. Was supposed to be the last expedition before winter and they never made it.”

Tony frowned. “Then we should⁠—”

“They were taken by bandits,” Buffy admitted.

Tony frowned. “Bandits?”

She nodded. “We have a tracking device. One of my colleagues found out a way to make it work. Apparently, they used them to track animals using a handheld aerial. We put one on the locomotive and tracked it moving back and forth along that line.”

“You didn’t go get it?” Tony frowned.

“Not my decision,” Buffy replied testily. “I’m just a scientist. I wasn’t even carrying a gun, remember?”

“Right,” Tony said, before rubbing his face. “So there’s bandits between Cleveland and Philadelphia. Which is how you know that the lines are clear,” he thought out loud, before frowning. “Is that how you know some other lines are open?”

“Triangulation isn’t easy with the equipment we have on hand,” Buffy explained. “By pointing at the thing we’re tracking and marking on the map, the angle we’re pointing in relation to where we are, you can make educated guesses on where something is. We can only track them from one position, but they’re on the tracks. So we’re reasonably sure we know where they are, without being certain about it.”

Tony nodded slowly. “Okay then.”

“Okay, what? Just okay, or okay we’re⁠—”

“Okay, we’ll take off at Cleveland. If we don’t stop, we should cross in about two days. Meanwhile your train will take six going up and over the normal route. Then we just need to sit and wait for them to catch up.”

“Really?”

Tony sighed and gave a small nod. “Really.”

“I’m sorry,” she said with a smile. “I really am. I wish I could tell you. I just…”

“I get it,” Tony said and nodded. “Whatever this is. It's world changing and I’m temporary.”

Buffy frowned. “Don’t make it sound like that,” she said and shook her head. “Because it’s not. There’s just a lot of work put into it, by a lot of people and… Well I can’t let them down.”

“As fucked up as this whole situation is,” Tony said. “I get it, y’know?”

Buffy smirked. “Yeah. You’re gonna get it alright.”

Tony blinked slowly. “What?”

Buffy rolled her eyes. “You said we’re going to run into your southern neighbors at any point, didn’t you?”

“Yeah?”

“Then go check the camera. If you can’t see anything. Meet me in the shower.”

Buffy gave Tony a grin and swayed those hips of hers over to the sliding door to the bathroom.

“We’re supposed to be saving water,” Tony pointed out.

“Then you better hurry,” Buffy grinned.


CHAPTER 9


Watching the sway of Buffy’s hips vanishing into the bathroom was a hell of a motivator. Despite their differences, their fights and the way they constantly butted heads, Tony was completely enthralled by the feel of her in his arms. He hadn’t been much of a womanizer back home. But those few sporadic events paled in comparison to Buffy. That argumentative, clearly manipulative, overachieving blonde…

“Fuck,” Tony swore and shook his head as he stepped into the driver’s cab. The screens were still active, and the locomotive was coming around a bend.

Which was the problem. There were a lot of bends in this section. Minneapolis was a bit of a train hub, and there were plenty of bends in the tracks. At their speed, it would be some time before they made it to a straight section of track. Which was just hell for the tightness in Tony’s pants as he thought of the beautiful hellion of a woman in the shower with a waiting invitation.

Tony recognized the area pretty well. They were just on the south side of Minneapolis, coming up on what was left of St Paul. Neither town was much more than rubble and destruction, but enough of that rubble was tall enough to hide a train. Or an ambush.

With the thickness of the metal making up this train, Tony wasn’t particularly concerned about that latter. But it would do nobody any good if he were balls deep in a gorgeous blonde when their locomotive went balls deep into the back a life train. That kind of thing would be a death sentence for many, many people.

Derailments were rare, but when they happened, it was usually easier to cut the lost wagons and leave them. Especially if the worst had happened, and some had rolled. Such incidents were a nice source of spare parts, and it was generally accepted that any of them left behind could be salvaged. Which had the unfortunate side effect of supplying the bandits as well. Nothing was out there to stop them from doing their own salvage and with the right opportunity they might just take the whole wagon.

Tony shook his head and kept an eye on the tracks ahead. At their speed, it barely warranted a reason to do so. Only in a few places was it dangerous to go more than fifteen miles an hour. Mostly over the spots where the main line changed, going over switches. And the life trains rarely went over ten. Only the bandits and Tony’s new home were able to push things harder and even then, Tony was limited by a lack of water.

“Speaking of,” Tony sighed as he heard Buffy call out.

He thought about the situation for a moment, then sighed and reached for the screen. The speed prompt moved with a touch, and the locomotive began to slow. Even if the life train appeared ahead of them, so long as they maintained their normal speed, it would be fine.

He hadn’t applied the brakes, so the train would take its time to slow, simply coasting along until friction did its thing. Which was where Tony left it as he got out of the chair and made his way back into the main cab. Buffy was glaring at him from the doorway to the bathroom. She had leaned over, just sticking her head out far enough to see.

“Sorry,” Tony held up his hands. “I was just slowing us down in case we ran into my southern neighbor before we’re done.”

Buffy’s frown intensified for a few moments before she relaxed. “I guess that makes sense.”

“I’m honored to have escaped my lady’s wrath,” Tony joked.

But the look Buffy shot his way made him sigh. She didn’t stop him from entering the bathroom, though. She stood there, nude and glorious, dripping wet from the shower as she made her way back under the streaming water.

“Hurry up,” she huffed.

Tony rolled his eyes and stripped out of his clothing. He set them in the same pile she had left her own. They had a spare set each and those were ready to be put on when they were done. Tony stuck his hand in, feeling the water, before Buffy snagged his wrist and pulled.

“Oi,” Tony complained.

“I’m already in here, genius,” Buffy said, ignoring his complaint.

“Still,” Tony frowned as the water splashed down his back. It was uncomfortably hot for a moment, but he got used to it quickly as the rest of him caught up. Specifically, to the fact he was now in close proximity to a very nude and attractive woman.

“Have I mentioned how nice you are to look at?” Buffy asked.

“Not that I can recall,” Tony said his smirk wide and a gleam in his eye. “I could say much the same about you.”

“I can tell that at least some of these muscles,” she said as she ran a finger along Tony’s chest. “Aren’t simply good genetics.”

Tony glanced down over Buffy’s trim form and bust. “You’ll have to forgive this simple man for having two good reasons not to have noticed your musculature.”

Buffy smirked and gave his chest a light smack. “I’m serious, Tony,” she huffed. “The heaviest thing I’ve hauled around is my pack out there. Most of my life is spent inside, where it’s safe. My ass is the shape it is because a virus rewrote my DNA so it wouldn’t get fat.”

“I’ll be honest, I have no idea where this is going,” Tony said with a chuckle, his gaze roaming over her. “If this is just comparing physical qualities, I’m sure you can feel my thoughts poking into your hip.”

Tony swallowed as a warm hand immediately grasped his shafter.

“Oh, I know,” Buffy glared cutely. “I just… Wanted to set the tone. I don’t regret opening my legs to you. You’re a generous lover and… quite nice to look at.”

Tony nodded slowly. “Setting expectations.”

“Setting expectations,” Buffy agreed. “Now, I assume that the water here is recirculated and not wasted. But I’d rather not risk running out, regardless. So get yourself clean.”

“Yes, Ma’am.” Tony smirked as Buffy pulled away.

There wasn’t a terrible amount of room in the shower. The stall wasn’t designed for two people. Still, with Buffy pressed up against the wall, Tony had enough room to scrub himself. As he worked, Buffy gave him a strange look. And it was as he bent to wash behind his knees that he noticed one of her hands.

“Are you⁠—”

“Don’t ruin it,” Buffy hissed over the sound of the shower.

Tony glanced up and saw the faint blush on her cheeks. She was watching him, while touching herself, within inches of him, while she waited. Tony shook his head slowly and continued cleaning himself. He stood tall and stretched his head back to let the water pour down his face. Washing the last of the soap off, Tony leaned forward and wiped the excess from his face.

Buffy was panting softly and chewing her lip. Her movements had become animated, and she wasn’t paying much attention to what he was doing as she stared at his chest. When she let out a soft whimper, her eyes closed and Tony took the initiative. Pushing forward, Buffy gasped as he pressed himself into her.

“Tony—mm,” she moaned as he kissed her.

She hadn’t been expecting it. But her lips responded eagerly. The hand between her legs moved and wrapped around his shaft instead. Which was all the confirmation for Tony. He bent slightly, sliding his hands down her thighs. When he got a handful of her legs, he lifted. Buffy let out a squeal of surprise as she relaxed, letting Tony fold up her knees. He held her against the wall, with her knees over his elbows, entirely supported on Tony’s arms.

“Thank fuck you took the hint,” she said while licking her lips.

“Hint?” Tony asked, tilting his head in confusion.

“Don’t ruin it now,” Buffy sighed.

“Ruin what?” Tony asked. “I just wanted to make sure you didn’t go and do something dumb like last time and run away before either of us was finished.”

“Did you just call me dumb?”

Tony smirked and thrust his hips forward, pushing his cock through her slick labia. “Is that really what you wanna focus on right now?”

“You’re an asshole,” Buffy growled.

“I mean…” Tony said with a shrug. “We can do that later. So long as you have some lube, it’s uncomfortable for the both of us otherwise.”

“Why am I even putting up with you?” Buffy complained. “You going to fuck me, or just look at me?”

Tony smirked and began rocking his hips, sliding his erection through her labia. “Not sure yet. You’re being kind of a bitch.”

“And here I thought you liked that about me,” Buffy replied testily.

“Oh I do,” Tony said and laughed softly. “But I also want to see if I can make you beg.”

“Fuck you.”

This time, Tony only smirked as he slipped his cock back and forth through her labia. If he had the angle right, his shaft was grinding her clit. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

Buffy’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “You’re serious?”

“As the grave,” Tony added.

“What does that mean?”

“No idea. Something Old Man Williams used to say, and outside this train it’s life or death,” Tony said, while thrusting slowly. “Personally, I’d rather focus on the life part. Life and all its little joys.”

“I fucking hate you so much,” Buffy groaned.

“Weren’t you admiring me earlier?”

“Your physique,” Buffy prodded him. “I like the way you look, how you smell. I even like the way you talk and treat me when you’re not being an ass. And the being an ass bit is the part that is currently in the way of my favorite part.”

“Which part?”

“The part where⁠—”

She didn’t get any further. As she started talking, Tony readjusted as he dragged his cock back. And with a slight shift in angle, when he pushed forward, rather than his cock slipping through her labia, it caught at her opening and sank partially into her.

“Fuck you,” Buffy moaned.

“Okay,” Tony half growled, half groaned.

Buffy’s legs trembled as Tony pushed into her. Despite her fiery disposition, she was putty in Tony’s arms. He thrust into her, bouncing off the wall as she dug her nails into his shoulders.

“Is that a good angle?” Tony asked.

“Yes,” Buffy whispered as her hands gripped his shoulders restlessly.

Tony grinned as he slid into her once more. Her pussy was a silken tunnel. She had more than gotten herself ready for him while he washed. She was already on the edge and her breathing was coming in sharp bursts as he fucked her.

“Did you get that close just by touching yourself?” Tony asked.

Buffy opened her eyes and glared at him. Though it lost a lot of heat as she felt his cock slide into her once more. “You’ll have to fuck me a little harder than that if you want me to cum,” she snarked.

“Okay,” Tony agreed.

Before continuing his slow, methodical thrusting. Buffy realized he wasn’t about to do what she wanted and gave him a prod.

“What?” Tony grinned. “I’m just enjoying myself. Are you not enjoying yourself?”

“Really?” Buffy panted. “You’re fucking with me? Mid-fuck?”

“You’re usually the one in charge during sex, aren’t you?” Tony asked.

Buffy’s eyes narrowed as she glared at him. “No.”

“No, you’re not usually in charge, or no, you’re not going to beg?” Tony asked.

“Why are you doing this now?” Buffy whined.

“Because I want to hear you beg me to fuck you against this wall so you can cum,” Tony growled softly.

“Fuck you!” Buffy groaned. “Fine, fuck! Please Tony, fuck me against this wall!”

“Was that so hard?” Tony laughed.

He tightened his grip, and Buffy let out a soft whimper as he slammed her against the wall. Her eyes bulged and her jaw fell open as he set a firm pace. His hips smacked into Buffy’s ass and her breasts bounced with the rhythm.

“Oh shit,” Buffy gasped. “Fuck, Tony!” Tony slammed into her and froze. Buffy groaned, and then slowly began to whimper. “What the fuck?”

“Wait for it,” Tony said with a slight chuckle.

“Oh, you fucking asshole,” Buffy slumped. “I was so close.”

“Mhm,” he nodded and slowly withdrew his cock.

Buffy moaned, and then gasped as he drove it into her once more. Smack, smack, smack went their hips, and Buffy began to whimper all over again. Tony listened to the tone of her voice as he fucked her firmly against the wall. She was helpless in his arms. Pinned in place as he slammed his cock into her. Only to tense up when he stopped once more.

“Tony!”

“Nope, you’re being a bad girl,” Tony panted softly.

“Excuse me?”

“Only good girls get to cum,” Tony whispered, before leaning in.

Buffy moaned softly as he kissed the inside of her neck, before wriggling. “Stop that!”

“Suit yourself,” Tony pulled away before starting up again.

Buffy’s eyes rolled, and her toes curled. Tony thrust firmly and deeply into her as Buffy rapidly approached her peak. Only this time, as he pushed in deep and halted, he also leaned in and started kissing her once more. She accepted the kisses. Whimpering and moaning as she did, before realizing what she was doing.

“Seriously?” Buffy pulled away. “Tony please?”

“Please what?” Tony asked.

Buffy scowled, and Tony shrugged lightly before continuing to fuck her. Buffy kept that scowl on her face for only a matter of moments, before succumbing to the sensation of a cock slamming into her from below.

“Tony?” she moaned softly.

“Yeah, Buffy?” Tony panted as he thrust into her, enjoying the silken glide of her pussy around his cock.

“Please don’t stop?” she asked softly.

“Why?”

“Because I wanna cum,” she whimpered.

“Well—”

“I wanna cum on your cock,” she repeated. “Please? Please let me cum on your cock?”

“You can cum whenever you’re able,” Tony said with a smirk. “I’m not stopping you.”

“Dammit Tony,” Buffy complained.

“You know what I want,” Tony leaned in and kissed her neck, making her squirm as he stopped thrusting.

“No,” Buffy struggled. “Stop that!”

“Which part?” Tony whispered in her ear.

“FUCK!” she screamed. “Fuck, fucking fuck you fuck!”

“Buff—”

“FUCK ME!” she screamed. “Please! I just wanna cum! Make me fucking cum! Hammer my tight little cunt into this wall hard enough to break me so I can cum, please!”

Tony held her steady as she panted and heaved with pent up frustration. “Okay.”

“Okay?” Buffy stiffened. “Okay, what—FUCK!”

Tony pulled his cock back and slammed it into her. Buffy’s cry turned into a strangled gasp as he repeated it. He set a brutal pace, and Buffy clung to him as she whimpered and moaned. Tony watched her carefully, making sure he wasn’t hurting her. He wanted to make an impression, but not a bad one. They only had limited time together, and he was going to make the most of it.

“Oh shit. Oh shit, oh shit,” Buffy whined.

This time, Tony didn’t stop. He could feel the fluttering of her tunnel. The tightening of her nails and the light kicking of her legs. She threw her head back with a loud moan as Tony kept up the pace.

“Please don’t stop?” Buffy let out a begging whimper. “Please fuck me. Please?”

Tony, with all the sensory input, had timed his own release. Even without the begging, he wasn’t about to stop. But hearing those words left him throbbing for release. He lifted slightly, forcing her legs up over his shoulders, giving him more access to his arms. It also pushed her clit harder against his pubic bone with every thrust, and her eyes bulged even as they rolled.

“Good girls get to cum,” Tony grunted. “And you’re being such a good girl right now.”

What came out of her mouth was somewhere between a gasp and a muffled scream. Her eyes rolled and her legs kicked. Her pussy squeezed and Tony managed another three pumps of his hips before he slammed himself deep. Buffy keened softly and Tony, without a moment of hesitation, leaned in and captured her lips. Buffy’s tongue lapped at his teeth, and he returned the gesture. His cock throbbed, and he moaned as she writhed against him. Her body wringing out each spurt of his cum, even as he rocked and ground into her.

Until finally, they stood there, awkwardly, in the shower. Tony held Buffy around the waist as her legs slid down towards his hips. They were both panting, and Buffy narrowed her eyes.

“Fucking asshole.”

Tony rolled his eyes and let out a long sigh before she continued.

“Is that all you have for me?” she panted. “Or you think you can do that again?”

Tony laughed softly and slid his hand before gripping the back of her head. He pulled down, forcing her to look up at him with a grin.

“Only good girls get to cum,” he hissed.

Her eyes went a little wider as she realized he’d just called her bluff.

[image: ]


BOOP!

Tony jerked in his seat at the table as Buffy spilled her tea.

BOOP!

“What is that?” Tony asked. “Is that something in your pack?”

“No—”

BOOP!

Tony frowned and had a slow realization. Getting out of the chair, he ignored the fourth boop as he rushed into the driver’s cab. There he threw himself into the driver’s seat, just in time to see the back end of his southern neighbor ahead of him.

BOOP!

This time, Tony noticed that the sound was coming from a particular screen showing a warning symbol. He reached over and tapped it, making the notification stop flashing.

“What’s wrong?” Buffy asked, coming out.

“We caught up,” Tony pointed at the screen showing the rails ahead. “They must have slowed down again.”

“Why would they do that?” Buffy asked, as she swept her damp hair over her shoulder instead of dripping all over Tony.

“No idea,” Tony admitted. “Could just be they’re finally backing off after riding our ass for so long. That’s why my train didn’t wait for us. They didn’t want to risk a collision.”

“We never had those problems with you,” Buffy frowned. “We never quite saw eye to eye with things, but you were always reasonable.”

“No idea about that stuff, I just ran security,” Tony shrugged. “We’re past St Paul on our way to Portage. If they haven’t noticed us, they’re blind.”

“They weren’t trying to hail us, were they?” Buffy asked.

“No, that was some kind of warning. Whatever my grandfather built into this thing is way more than my home train.”

“Probably drove him crazy, if you’re anything to judge by,” Buffy snarked.

“I’d disagree, but he was always a cantankerous prick,” Tony agreed. “He didn’t like to talk about the past, I just… don’t know why he never tried to find this train again.”

“You said he died when you were a teen,” Buffy patted his shoulder. “Maybe he intended to and never got the chance?”

Tony shrugged. “Doesn’t matter, anyway. I have it now and it works. Whatever he did, it still runs after all these years. Hopefully, it’ll run for many more.”

“Not sure I’d want to go back to security if I found something like this either,” Buffy nodded. “And with the turret, you’ll be a surprise for any bandits out there.”

“Might even be able to reduce them a little,” Tony grinned. “Though that’ll be painful, having to clear the tracks afterwards.”

“There’s plenty of broken sections and switches. Just shove them off to one side and be done with it,” Buffy suggested.

Tony nodded. “Well… Can’t really do that here, so what do you think?”

“Is there an overtaking zone coming up?” Buffy asked.

Tony frowned in thought. “Between here and Portage? I don’t think so. At least not one that’s clear. I think we’re actually stuck behind them until we hit Chicago. Which at this rate is going to take us…” He looked at their speed and made an estimate. “At least a few days.”

“And if they stop?” Buffy asked.

“Not likely. Those crazy fuckers aren’t that crazy. They’re pushing up on my home train already, so they’re in a rush. Probably low on food again.”

Buffy nodded. “Then we’re stuck following them.”

“Probably the safest bet,” Tony agreed, as a metallic ping echoed through the train. “Because they just shot at us.”

Buffy frowned. “At us, or hit us?”

“Does it matter?” Tony sighed as he pointed at the screen. “They’re taking shots at us. Something hit. So I’ll slow us down a little and we can keep our distance.”

Buffy grimaced and walked with a limp back into the living area. Tony reduced the speed of the locomotive slightly. Assuming the train ahead was doing a little under ten miles an hour, he set their locomotive to eight. It was now just a matter of sitting and watching to make sure that they weren’t still closing the gap, while also keeping up a reasonable pace.

Which meant sitting back and relaxing into the chair. Spotting a small flash every now and then as a rifle fired. Sometimes following up with a metallic ping as a round struck the front of their locomotive.

It was an hour later that Buffy returned. She held a mug of tea and offered it to Tony with a slight smile.

“Thanks,” he said, accepting the mug.

“I’ve done a bit of a cleanup,” she said. “Washed your things too.”

“Is this where I joke about a kept woman?” Tony asked softly.

“Only if you wanna revisit that night in your bed with a gun,” Buffy growled.

“That ended with sex, so⁠—”

“Oh shut up,” Buffy scoffed.

The two of them stood in silence, watching the screen ahead of them.

“Fucking asshole.” Buffy let out a soft laugh.

“Served me well so far, bitch,” Tony laughed alongside her. “Seriously though, thank you for the tea and… and the laundry.”

“You’re welcome,” she nodded, then frowned. “Hey, wasn’t there a radio in the turret?”

“Oh shit,” Tony’s eyes widened. “You’re right. Maybe we could talk to them,” Tony said, gesturing at the screen.

“Do you need to watch this?” Buffy asked.

“Nah, they stopped taking shots a while back. We’re slowly falling behind.”

Buffy nodded, and after a check of the systems, Tony got out of his chair. He and Buffy made their way back into the living quarters. Tony set his mug of tea down on the table and hurried to the ladder. Everything was still unlocked, so he only had to climb up and push the panel open to get in. The light was still on from when they were here last, and Tony made a note to turn it off again.

They had stockpiles of light bulbs on the train. He hadn’t found any here, though, and replacing them would mean taking a walk in a nearby town somewhere. Which might be something to do later on. Salvaging resources would make for good trade and with just him, he wouldn’t pull much attention from the evos.

“Dammit, this ladder sucks,” Buffy grunted as she made her way up. “How’s the radio?”

“Haven’t looked at it yet,” Tony admitted as he turned in his seat to look at the device.

It looked as old as the turret itself. Which was significantly older than the rest of the train. Tony’s guess was something to do with one of the two great wars his grandfather had mentioned. He didn’t know much about it. Except that the second was more a continuation of the first and the guy who was responsible for the second invented skinheads. It took more than a few uncomfortable years for Tony to realize that skinheads weren’t just bald people. Which would have been nice to learn before he got his ass kicked for it. In retrospect, Tony likely deserved that ass kicking.

He spent a few moments pondering the radio. He gave one of the dials a twist, seeing if that did anything. The radios he was used to had buttons, not knobs. This had some strange moving bar in a glass tube labeled with numbers.

“Alright, that’s how we tune it,” Tony muttered to himself.

“You’ve never seen an analog radio?” Buffy asked.

Tony frowned. “Analog?”

She rolled her eyes. “The ones you’re used to. They’ve got buttons and a little screen with numbers on it, doesn’t it?”

“Yeah, this is… older.”

“Much older.” Buffy sighed. “Move.”

Tony sat back as Buffy took control. She leaned in, turning one of the knobs, and hit a small switch that was on the side closest to her. A small light came on and the numbers on the glass tube illuminated to see them better. Most of all, the radio crackled and played loud static.

Buffy grimaced and spun a dial, turning the volume down, before grasping the other and started to tune it.

“Who are you trying to talk to?” Tony asked.

“See if it’s got the range, if I can reach my train, I can tell them to slow down, or at the very least let them know I’m alive,” she pointed out.

Tony nodded and left her to it. There were a few spots where the radio stopped making static and started making other sounds. Tony heard a voice on a couple occasions, and the sound of a steel guitar at another point. Buffy went right past, until she settled on a set of numbers that must have been her own train, before grabbing a wired microphone off the front.

She squeezed the button on the side and began to speak. “Buffy for the Archimedes. Buffy for the Archimedes. Can you hear me?”

She waited for a few moments and called out once more. Tony watched as she frowned and adjusted the knob for the signal a couple of times before trying to talk once again.

“Fuck,” Buffy hung her head as she put the microphone back. “Either it’s broken, or we’re out of range.”

Tony reached out and plucked the microphone, before turning it over. Spotting the problem immediately.

“Well, that’s fucking fantastic,” Buffy snarled.

Tony just stared at the lack of a microphone sensor and exposed wires. “Guess they hadn’t fixed everything.”


CHAPTER 10


BOOP!

Tony jerked in the seat. He’d been drifting off. The days had been taking a toll. Not from the constant threat of the life train ahead of them, but by the sheer numbness that comes from sitting and watching—only for nothing to happen. Neither he nor Buffy wanted to be taken by surprise at any point, and their low speed meant the chance of anything going terribly wrong was low.

BOOP!

“Tony?!”

“It’s fine!” Tony called back as he blinked the grime from his eyes.

Buffy strode into the driver’s compartments and looked him over. “What’s going on?”

“No idea.” Tony frowned as he reached for the control screen ahead of him.

The train ahead was getting closer. They were still miles from coming to a complete stop, but the sensors had picked it up already. After dismissing the warning to stop the annoying boop sounds, Tony adjusted their own speed to match the train ahead.

“You got that map handy?” Tony asked.

Buffy glanced at the screen before looking back. “Yeah, let me grab it.”

“Thanks,” Tony nodded as he adjusted their speed once more.

They had been following at a distance for several days. And for several days now, everything had been rather quiet. Only in a few stretches of open ground had there been any more shots fired. All from the train ahead. From what Tony was able to tell, this train was capable of shrugging off far more than a simple rifle. If they had a cannon like what was mounted atop their own train, things might be different. For now, they’d just been ignoring things.

“Okay, I have it,” Buffy said, coming out with the map.

Tony held out his hand, and Buffy gave him one edge. They pulled it open between them and Tony began to scan the map.

“Okay, okay,” Tony said, examining their progress. “Here’s Madison, then Janesville. We passed through Crystal Lake and Des Plaines. If I’m not mistaken, if we stick our head outside, we might catch a glimpse of Lake Michigan.”

“That sounds right,” Buffy said with a nod.

“The question is how much further until we hit the switch point we need to break away from the main line?” Tony asked.

Buffy frowned and looked at the map. “Here,” she said, tapping a spot between Bridgeport and Englewood.

“That’s still a few miles away,” Tony estimated. “If they brake hard, we’re going to be stuck.”

“Are we sure they’re coming to a stop?”

Tony frowned. “They might be. There’s a water station coming up. I doubt they’re worried about us. They might even take the opportunity to try to attack us if we don’t keep our distance.”

“Your southern neighbors are fucking assholes,” Buffy murmured.

“I thought I was an asshole?” Tony joked.

Buffy smirked at him. “You’re my asshole. There’s a difference.”

“I’m yours, am I?” Tony grinned.

Buffy nodded. “Don’t see anyone else calling dibs.”

“Pfft,” Tony spat. “Dibs?”

“What of it? I licked it, so it’s mine.”

“That works both ways,” Tony pointed out.

“So it does,” Buffy agreed. “We can try that later, though. Right now, what are we going to do about this?”

Tony filed away their flirting for later. He looked back at the screen and compared what he was seeing on the map. Old man Williams had said that at one stage, this whole nation was crisscrossed with tracks. It had apparently taken years, and at least a handful of the original life trains to get everything set up. The route shared by all was narrowed down. Until finally, every life train followed the same track.

All the switches were set. The gaps closed. All the smoothest paths had been opened. A driver only had to keep the pace and make sure their spacing remained even. Even the bandits didn’t dare risk the integrity of the tracks. Picking off stragglers, stealing supplies at the farms was one thing, but destroying a life train meant the loss of hundreds, if not thousands, of workers. Workers who were critical to keeping the system alive and running smoothly. Even if the short-term benefits might mean a slight increase in available supplies.

“Is the switch before or after the water station?” Buffy asked.

Tony frowned at the map and shook his head. “I’m not sure. I was a kid when I saw our maps last. This one doesn’t list them.”

Buffy let out a sigh. “Then we’re stuck guessing.”

“We’re stuck behind some assholes with guns,” Tony retorted. “Even they’re not dumb enough to hold up the line, though. They might stop. But they’ll have to leave again.”

“Let’s hope,” Buffy murmured. “You want anything?”

“Cup of tea?” Tony asked.

Buffy smirked. “No blow job?”

“You promised that for later,” Tony denied.

Buffy smirked. “Pretty sure I meant that to be mutual.”

“Either way, if things go well, we both get to cum,” Tony said with a slight shrug.

“Deal,” Buffy laughed, and strode into the living compartment.

Tony sat for a moment before shaking his head. “Don’t get attached, idiot. She’s not staying.”

The life train continued to lose its speed. Tony did his best to match it. Not wanting to close the distance between the two trains. Without a working radio, he couldn’t call ahead to state his intentions. So his only way to show they weren’t trying anything was to keep back as much as was practical. Something that was getting harder by the minute as the two trains continued to decelerate as they approached the water station.

Buffy had continued to step in and out. Supplying a cup of tea, before going back to what she was doing. Only to come back a few minutes later to check on things.

“Hey,” Tony called, as Buffy turned to head back inside once more. “You said you knew how to shoot, right?”

“Yeah?”

“Those stored rifles,” Tony suggested. “Go grab one out, and some ammo.”

Buffy nodded and hurried off. Tony adjusted the speed of their train once more as he listened to the soft clatter of magazines. She appeared a few minutes later, holding Tony’s AR, along with his magazines. Tony accepted them with a nod and set the rifle down beside his chair. The magazines he slipped into the pouches of his jacket.

While he did that, Buffy hurried off and came back with an almost identical load. He watched as she kept the rifle pointed in a safe direction while she checked and loaded her own AR. It wasn’t quite the same as Tony’s. The same model, but the sight was different, and hers looked to be brand new. Tony’s rifle had seen plenty of use, and though it was in decent condition. It wasn’t without its share of knocks and scratches.

“Hey, is that the switch?” Buffy asked.

Tony looked at the screen and frowned. They were barely moving at walking pace. What was more, it was obvious the train ahead of them was up to something. Evos were crowding around the slow-moving vehicles. More so on the larger train. But they were being cut down as they approached.

“They’re going to do something dumb,” Tony sighed.

“You think?”

“There’s way too many of them shooting,” Tony pointed out. “Water goes in the top. There’s no need to endanger anyone for a water stop. But they’re killing the evos, anyway.”

“They’re going to disembark?” Buffy asked.

Tony nodded. “That’d be my guess. And it’s just our luck. They’re doing this right here by the switch.”

BOOP!

Tony sighed and silenced the alarm once more.

“They hit the brakes hard,” Buffy frowned.

Tony nodded as he tapped the screen, applying the brakes of their own. He could see on the screen the sparks from the wheels of the train ahead. They were going slow enough. This was definitely about to go wrong. The switch was ahead. Maybe half way between the two trains. But if they dismounted and ran back towards them…

“Shit, we can’t stay here,” Tony rubbed his face.

“What are you thinking?” Buffy asked.

“One of us needs to get out there and hit the switch so we can get off the main line,” Tony sighed. “And no, before you say anything, I’m aware your ankle isn’t up for running.”

“I could⁠—”

“Shut the fuck up,” Tony snapped. She glared, but Tony shook his head. “You’re smarter than that. Even an idiot could drive this thing. But whatever has you so damn worked up about getting home is more important than I am, apparently.”

“You know I didn’t mean it like that,” Buffy said a frown tightening her brows.

“Doesn’t make it any less true,” Tony grumped. “So I’m going to need you to trust me on this, okay?”

Buffy didn’t look happy. But she nodded. “Fine.”

Tony gave a quick explanation for what he had planned, before he got out of the chair. Buffy took it as he went back inside, and she didn’t look happy. Tony hurried into the living quarters before reaching the ladder on the wall. He climbed up into the turret and crawled in the dark over to the seat. When the light activated, he took a deep breath and turned around.

The turret was the same as they’d left it. The breach was open, and the spent shell was on the floor. He reached over and hit the switch, activating the lights. From there, he reached over to the lever and raised it to activate the turret controls. The gun shifted as it raised out of the roof and Tony looked over at the rack of shells. He didn’t want to cause any injuries, but he wanted to make a statement.

Choosing a smoke shell, he shifted over to the loader’s seat and pulled one out. When he turned, the breach for the cannon was still open. Tony didn’t think twice, and shoved the smoke round into the chamber. He shoved it hard and grinned when it tripped the breach that slammed closed around it. Tony then scrambled over to the gunner’s seat and took the controls.

The screen was already on, and Tony frowned when he spotted the fighting ahead. There were dozens of evos swarming around the back of the train. A few dozen more coming this way. If he left things too long, there’d be too many and it would be even harder to pull this off.

“Sorry about this,” Tony muttered to himself.

They were close enough, and Tony didn’t bother trying to adjust for drop. He just pointed the crosshair at the back of the train ahead of them. They had clearly come to a stop, and they were close enough that Tony figured if not for the evos, he’d be getting shot at right now.

Which wasn’t much of a comfort as he stomped his foot on the pedal—only to regret it immediately. He had forgotten how loud the cannon was when it fired. The breach flew back, and the spent shell dumped out onto the floor atop the old one. He looked back at the screen, his ears ringing, and saw the round slam into the back of the train ahead of them. Which erupted into blinding white smoke.

“Got ‘em,” Tony nodded and hit the lever once more.

The turret dropped down, as the gun re-centered. Tony turned and kicked the handle on the breach, closing it properly this time. He didn’t want anything getting in: bugs, rodents or otherwise. With the breach secured and the turret down, he hit the light switch and hurried back down the ladder.

“What were you shooting at?” Buffy called as he hurried into the driver’s cab.

“Hit ‘em with smoke,” Tony grumbled as he picked up his rifle and loaded it. “Now, walking pace. You want to stay well behind me. When they figure out we’re coming closer, they might do something dumb. I’d rather avoid that, so keep back. The evos will drown out most of the noise.”

“You’re crazy,” Buffy pointed out.

Tony shrugged. “It’s this, or we wait for them to leave again, while the evos build up.”

Buffy didn’t have a response to that. She crossed her arms and glared as Tony yanked open the door. Several evos were milling around. One had its arm through the guardrail, reaching for Tony as he passed by. He didn’t stop.

This was time sensitive. The longer he was out there, the worse things would get. The more likely that the smoke would clear, or someone would come out of it to look for him. Even now, the occasional bullet whistled overhead as they fought the evos on their own.

Tony paused only at the top of the ladder, making sure there were no surprises beneath. He had a clear moment as the evos milling around the tracks refocused on him. None of them were a threat right now, so he climbed onto the ladder and jumped off. After cocking his AR and testing it with a single shot to the closest evo, he was on the move.

Tony kept low, jogging quickly alongside the train. He didn’t want to move away from the tracks. He moved quickly, listening out for when the locomotive began to follow slowly behind him. He’d instructed her to keep it very, very slow. If the switch was stiff, the last thing he wanted was an accident. Worse still, he’d need to switch it back after Buffy passed by, or they’d risk crashing the next train that went by.

Most of the evos, thankfully, were heading towards the life train ahead of him. Only those he came close to changed their minds. Whatever it was that drove the evos, whatever it was that gave them the life-sense they had, it had some odd effects. Evos would sometimes ignore a clear target if someone was being loud enough nearby. It made distracting them a bit of a game, and with the life train ahead making all sorts of noise, only those who came closest to Tony were paying any attention to him right now.

He shot a couple more, taking them down, knowing they’d be a problem. He didn’t bother dealing with those behind. He didn’t mind shooting these ones. Most had been out here for years. Dry, desiccated and less… human. It was the fresh ones that still looked and acted human that bothered him.

“SKRREEEEE!”

“Yeah,” Tony said with a roll of his eyes, before shooting the evo between the eyes. “That’s what you get.”

He kept an eye on the smoke ahead. It wasn’t a windy day, but it was already starting to clear. There were dozens of evos milling around the back of the train. Most heading into the smoke, rather than away from it. A bullet cracked overhead. Tony dropped to the ground, worried about a sniper. But when a second shot failed to follow, he accepted it was a stray.

Getting up, he turned and took a pair of nearby evos down before hurrying over to the switch.

“Take them down!” A voice called from the smoke.

Tony barely heard it over the screaming evos and the gunfire. There was nothing he could see, though. He just hoped the evos didn’t get into the train. A locked door worked pretty well. Doubly with the height. Evos weren’t great climbers, a ladder was enough to keep them out of most things. Though if they could reach the top, they were still able to pull themselves up.

Ignoring all that, Tony reached for the switch and let out a sigh. It was rusted and slightly worn. But he could see where there were drag marks. Someone, although not recently, had been using it. Which meant it probably worked. Tony glanced back, seeing his locomotive slowly approaching. As were a couple evos. Without hesitation, Tony raised his rifle and put them down before slinging his rifle over his shoulder once more.

The switch was a manual one. Though it looked to have been automatic at one stage. A bunch of wires had been cut, while the handle looked to have been welded on. Something that took tools and a power source. Most likely a train when the line was set up for the first time. Whoever it was, Tony didn’t care. He grasped the lever and pulled.

SHRIEK!

He grimaced, not expecting the noise. Evos were coming. He didn’t have time if it got stuck. Giving it another pull, the metal shrieked again, and the tracks began to move. Releasing the lever, Tony turned and picked a few closer evos, putting them down one by one. As the fifth evo fell, there was the telltale click of an empty. He dropped the magazine, inserted a fresh one, and shot two more before grabbing the lever.

“DEFEND OUR HOME!”

Tony glanced over at the smoke. A bullet whizzed past, too far to have been aimed at him specifically. But he couldn’t be certain they weren’t trying to aim where they could hear him. With a final pull, the lever finally clunked down into place. Tony grinned, sagged with relief and took his rifle up once more. He hurried onto the tracks, checking to make sure there were no points where they’d stuck. It all looked good, and Tony waved at Buffy through the front camera.

Then he got off the tracks and started shooting. He needed to clear as many evos as he could. It needed to last as long as it took for Buffy to go past, and then reset the switch to the regular line. But with all the chaos ahead of him, things were going bad, fast.

“Fucking idiots,” Tony swore as he dropped the second magazine and loaded in a third. “All they had to do was fill up and stay quiet. Now look at this shit!”

“SKREE—” SPLAT!

Tony dropped the evo with a shot to the face. He turned around, ignoring one that was approaching from behind. Mostly because the train knocked it over, and he watched with grim amusement as it was chewed up beneath the wheels. He turned back, taking shots into the crowd of evos, while listening to the rumble of his train going past. The telltale sound of it rumbling through the rail switch met his ears, and Tony glanced back as his home made it safely onto their new path.

Slinging his AR over his shoulder once more, Tony grabbed the lever and hauled back on it. The gravel beneath his feet shifted and for a moment he was sent flailing. Tony got himself under control and stood up. An evo had gotten close, but he refrained from using his rifle. Pulling his pistol, he shot what had once been an elderly man between the eyes, before following up with one that was once a small child. He pushed away those thoughts and wrenched on the lever once more.

It seated back to its original position far more easily than it switched to begin with. And with that, he ran to catch up with his train. Buffy kept it moving. And it wasn’t far away. He’d be there in no time.

“NO!”

Tony grimaced and kept running.

“Leave her!”

“But—” BANG!

“NO PLEASE!”

“Sir—”

“I SAID LEAVE HER!”

Tony slowed and looked back. Right as a woman burst out of the smoke. She wasn’t armed with a gun, though she had a bandoleer of magazines wrapped around her chest. Clutched in one hand was a makeshift sword. It looked like she’d taken bar stock and sharpened one edge of it. It resembled some kind of awful meat cleaver.

At first glance, Tony saw she was bleeding. Not only that, she was coughing. Her eyes were puffy and her nose was running. It was like she’d been in the middle of the smoke and then was overwhelmed by the evos—only to get away from them at the last moment. She had several nasty looking bites on her arms. A few on her shoulders, like she’d been grabbed while she was blind, and a few more on her forearms.

Her left hand was the worst as she held it to her chest. From what Tony could see, she was missing her pinky finger. Not from an old wound, but from a series of bites to that hand. And when she looked up, Tony froze in place.

He’d seen her before.

She was the woman atop the train when they went past. The one with the rifle, who made the offer to kill them. The one he’d denied. She had respected their decision and refrained from killing them. She could have. Nobody would have blamed her. Nobody, not even Tony, thought they were going to get out of that situation. He’d have pulled the trigger himself to spare him and Buffy from what this woman was going through right now as the evos closed in.

“Fuck.”

Raising his rifle, Tony fired. The woman jerked as an evo grabbed her. Only for its head to explode away from her as Tony took the shot. She whirled, knowing she was being shot at, but was blind and confused in the fray. Tony took another shot, killing the next closest evo.

A burst of gunfire ripped out from the smoke. The injured woman screamed as she was grazed. She fell, and the evos descended around her. Tony opened up. Raking his weapon from side to side, he blew the evos apart. Many of them fell, while others were knocked back from the impacts. The woman was screaming as she felt hands and teeth clamp down. Dropping the magazine, Tony slammed a fresh one into place as he hurried over, taking shots where he could.

When he reached her, she was in a bad state. Bloody, torn in, and sobbing quietly, he reached down and grabbed her hand.

“NO!”

“You’re safe!” Tony snapped.

She gasped, hearing his voice, and clung to him. Tony pulled her upright, grimacing as he saw the extent of her injuries. She was covered in bites. Her hand was the worst, with her missing finger, but she had a torn ear and teeth marks on her cheek as well.

“I can’t see,” the woman sobbed. “My eyes!”

“I have you,” Tony grunted as he pulled her uninjured hand over his shoulder. “This way, come on.”

“Wait,” she struggled. “Who are you?”

“The guy you didn’t shoot a week ago,” Tony grunted.

“Didn’t… what?” the woman struggled against his hold.

“Knock that the fuck off, or I’m leaving you here,” Tony snarled.

“You’re the bandit?”

“We’re not bandits,” Tony huffed.

“Oh shit⁠—”

“Look.” Tony turned and grabbed her arm. “I’m not a bandit. Yes, we’re the people who were following you. But your dumbass friends will shoot me if I try to take you home, and one of them was screaming to leave you to die. So you have a decision right now.”

To emphasize the point, Tony let her go and turned to blow the head off a nearby evo. He spun around, shooting two more while grimacing at the increased presence around them.

“What’s it going to be?” Tony snapped.

“You can’t get me back?”

“Not willing to risk it,” Tony grumped, before shooting another evo. “Decision. Now. Either you come with me, or I leave you here.”

“You swear you’re not a bandit?”

“We are not bandits, for fuck's sake!”

She nodded. “Help me, please?”

Tony grabbed her better arm once more and pulled it over his shoulder. Dropping the rifle in his sling, Tony pulled his pistol and drew a spare magazine in preparation.

“Hold tight, and keep moving.”

“Got it,” the woman winced as he started moving.

The evos were getting thick, and Tony was starting to worry. When the crack of a rifle echoed ahead of him; Buffy had come to their aid. She had slowed the train down as much as she could without stopping. The look she gave Tony seeing the injured woman made him worry about the future. But he’d made his decision and kept moving.

When he ran out of bullets, he swapped for a fresh magazine and kept moving. Finally, they reached the train.

“Can she climb?” Buffy called.

“Yeah, I can climb, I just can’t fucking see!” the woman shouted.

Buffy gave Tony a look, one that he returned, before hurrying the injured woman over to the ladder. There, he gave her a nudge before lifting his AR once more. Buffy thinned their numbers from above, before bending to help the injured woman, who was struggling more than she let on. Tony swung up onto the ladder and followed them up.

“Come on inside where it’s safe,” Tony nudged them on.

A hail of bullets ricocheted off the side of the train. Buffy screamed and the injured woman did, too. Tony spun around, seeing the life train on the other set of tracks.

“GO!” He snarled and lowered his weapon.

Switching the fire selector to fully automatic, he depressed the trigger and held it down. He didn’t aim, he just wanted them to take cover. Tony blew through the magazine in a few seconds while Buffy and their new friend hurried inside. The moment they were clear, he rushed too. Hearing bullets plink off the armored train as he ducked inside and closed the door.

There, he found Buffy panting and holding her side. A bullet had winged her across the hip.

“Fuckers!” Tony snarled.

“I’ll be fine,” Buffy gave him a small smile. “It’s her I’m worried about.”

Beside her, on the floor, was the woman. She’d been hit again. The bites were one thing. What had dropped her was a bullet to the ass. Now, there was another in her shoulder. She was bleeding and sobbing through puffy eyes.

“Shit,” Tony swore.


CHAPTER 11


“We should⁠—”

“Shut the fuck up, Tony,” Buffy snapped.

Tony looked at the blood spreading across her side. “Buffy⁠—”

“SHUT THE FUCK UP, TONY!” Buffy snarled.

He clammed up and turned his attention back to the woman. She was panting, which was a good thing. There were two bullets in her. One in her ass, the other in her shoulder. By comparison, the bite marks were not that big a deal. They hurt like shit and the missing finger probably most of all. But they weren’t going to have her bleeding out, and there wasn’t any reason to go digging, the way he would need to with a bullet.

“What is this place?” the woman asked as she blearily looked around.

“Doesn’t matter right now,” Buffy sighed. “Tony, with me.”

Tony frowned, but followed her into the bathroom. It’s where she put her bag and for the first time, he was there when she opened it. Which… was a lot less climactic than he was led to believe. Inside was a metal canister. No labels, no obvious openings. It just looked like some kind of gas bottle or something. Around it, were tools and other bits and pieces. From here, she took out a bottle, and a packet filled with disposable gloves.

“Where’d you get these?” Tony asked as he looked at the bag.

“It’s why we know about the tracks that go off the main line,” she admitted. “We range about sometimes. Recon teams. Found hospital and collected a bunch of supplies. It’s not much, but… well most people who need medical care don’t usually make it back.”

“That’s morbid,” Tony mumbled. “What are you planning?”

“Jackets off,” Buffy said, yanking hers off, leaving her in a tank top. One that hugged her top half in a manner that drew Tony’s eye. “That means you too, asshole.”

“Got it,” Tony said, shrugging off his jacket, making sure not to knock loose all the magazines he was carrying in it.

“Now, we wash our hands,” Buffy instructed. “Front and back, under the nails and between fingers. Then up to your elbows.”

She started, turning on the water in the small sink and began to scrub. Tony hadn’t seen someone washing up quite how she was. He knew all about keeping himself clean as well as anyone. But watching the methodical way that Buffy scrubbed, twisted and pinched her fingers, it looked like…

“You have medical training, don’t you?”

“Mostly on cadavers,” Buffy admitted. “But yes. A lot of the skills translate, and we need to hurry, because she’s out there bleeding.”

“Shit,” Tony frowned and did his best to copy her.

As Tony was rinsing off, Buffy was pouring some of the liquid from the bottle she carried over her hands. When Tony was finished, she did the same to him.

“Ethanol. It’s sterile. Kills bacteria. Thanks to Evolution, two, point, oh, infections are rare. But evo bites are nasty, and I don’t have antibiotics.”

“What are antibiotics?” Tony asked.

“Exactly,” Buffy sighed as she plucked out a handful of disposable gloves. “Put these on.”

Tony did just that, and with a grimace, Buffy nodded back out to the woman on the other side of the closed door. “You’re going to have to hold her.”

“As in…?”

“As in, I need to get two bullets out, and she’s not going to like that,” Buffy mumbled as she gathered a few more tools. One of them was a scalpel and what looked like a long set of tongs crossed with a pair of scissors.

Tony nodded. “Okay.”

Buffy nodded and used her foot to open the door. The woman was still whimpering on the bed. It’s where Buffy had been keeping her bag. Now, though, it was occupied by the bleeding and badly wounded new passenger. She turned her head and looked at them. She could faintly see. Not enough to tell a human from an evo, but she knew they were coming.

“So where’s everyone else?”

“There is nobody else,” Tony grunted. “It’s just us, and you now.”

“You’re fresh bandits, then?”

“We’re not bandits,” Buffy huffed.

“Sure you’re not,” the woman grumbled. “Don’t worry. I know how this works. I know how to pay my debts.”

“Great.” Buffy gave Tony a confused look. Tony shrugged in response as they moved around to the woman. “Tony, you ready?”

“I’m ready,” Tony nodded.

“I’m not stupid, y’know,” the woman grunted as Buffy peeled back the layers of clothing she wore. “This is the part that hurts.”

“Well, at least you’re half prepared,” Buffy glanced up, giving Tony a small nod.

Tony nodded back and took the woman’s upper arms. He saw her grimace, but she didn’t complain as Buffy took a deep breath and looked into the wound.

“Small caliber. Bullet is lodged inside. Blood, already coagulating, suggests the bullet hasn’t hit anything vital.”

“Thank the fucking gods for that,” the woman murmured.

“Need to locate the bullet,” Buffy nodded. “You ready Tony?”

“Yup,” Tony nodded.

The woman took a deep breath. Tony expected Buffy to go in with the strange tongs. Instead, she used her finger. The woman bucked and Tony leaned his weight on her.

“FUCK!”

“Hold her still,” Buffy warned.

Tony nodded as the woman snarled through the pain. Her hips jerked, which made her yelp as the second bullet wound pained her. Buffy twisted her hand around, feeling in all directions before nodding.

“Got it.”

“GET THE FUCK OUT OF ME!” the woman snarled.

Buffy ignored her as she raised the tongs. A strange device to Tony’s eyes. Long, thin, with a small grabber at the end, controlled by scissor-like handles at the top. Buffy pushed it into the wound, making the woman howl with pain, especially with Buffy’s finger still in the hole. Tony watched as Buffy twisted the device around before hearing the clink of metal on metal.

“Almost,” Buffy grunted, before giving a sharp pull.

“FUCK!” the woman screamed.

Buffy held up the tongs. A small bullet was clamped in the end. She dropped the bullet on the floor and looked Tony in the eye.

“Flip her over.”

“Oh fuck,” the woman complained. “Fuck both of you.”

“Right after we get the bullet out of you, maybe,” Buffy grumbled.

Despite her complaints, the woman helped Tony roll herself over. She moaned in pain, while still bleeding as he pressed down on her front. Forcing her injured shoulder into the bed. Her pants were too tight, though, and Buffy was forced to start pulling them down. Tony ignored the rather frilly G-string the woman was wearing. Especially as they were coated liberally with blood from the wound in her ass.

“This looks like a through and through,” Buffy said, palming her ass.

“Does that mean you’re not going to dig?”

“Means I’m going to be quick,” Buffy said, before pushing her finger into the wound.

Tony tensed, holding down the struggling woman on the table. Buffy did her best to be quick about it. He wasn’t sure what she was looking for exactly, but she was satisfied after a few moments.

“Fuck, this is why they tell us to swallow a bullet,” the woman grumbled as Buffy headed back to the bathroom.

“That’s a tad extreme,” Tony said with a frown.

“You wanna trade places?” she mumbled.

“Not even a little,” Tony grinned. “What’s your name, anyway?”

“Willa.”

Tony waited a moment. “Just Willa?”

“If I have any other names, I don’t know them,” the woman signed. “Mom had me too young. Went off the deep end and was gone before I hit puberty. Never knew who my father was.”

“Sorry.”

The woman shrugged before groaning in pain. “Remind me not to do that again.”

“Do what?” Buffy asked, coming back out with a handful of things that looked like gauze and bandages. Along with the bottle of ethanol she’d mentioned.

“Shrugging kinda sucked,” Willa mumbled. “You back to torture me?”

“A little,” Buffy smiled slightly. “Honestly, I thought there’d be more screaming.”

“Where I come from, screaming too much gets you slapped,” Willa mumbled.

Buffy and Tony looked at one another before shuddering slightly.

“Well, neither Tony nor I are about to slap you. But this is still going to hurt and with you on your front, we’re going to start there. Once we get your ass patched up… we’re going to have to strip you down.”

“And if I say no?” Willa asked.

“Then I do my best with a pair of scissors, but you’ll be left with holy rags from here on out,” Buffy said as she set everything down and picked up the ethanol. “So make a decision.”

“You promise this isn’t some ploy to get me naked?”

Tony shook his head. This sounded an awful lot like he didn’t like his southern neighbors. For a lot of reasons. He had serious moral issues with rape. That they’d left her to die without even trying to help her was telling enough.

“Strictly professional, I swear it,” Buffy agreed.

“And you?” Willa glanced up at Tony.

Tony shrugged. “I’m not a professional. But I’m not about to push myself on an unwilling woman. Let alone a half dead bite victim.”

“Fuck,” Willa grunted. “Alright, we do it your way.”

“You’re going to have to hold her again,” Buffy announced, before moving in with the ethanol.

When Willa’s harsh screams began to echo, all Tony could do was hold on. The woman, while willing, was not enjoying the experience. She screamed blue murder. Her face turned red and snot dripped from her nose while Buffy cleaned, stitched and covered the two holes on either side of her ass cheek. Only to whimper softly as they turned her over and sat her up.

Tony kept his eyes to himself. The frilly pink G-string matched the bra Willa was wearing. Though he did notice the scars. She’d been put through some hell before. Though, Tony could tell it was nothing like being shot and bitten to pieces. From here, it only got worse. Willa howled as Buffy washed out the bullet wound. She cried as Buffy stitched it, and then screamed some more as she placed gauze and wrapped it up tightly for the blood loss. Only then did they turn to the bites.

The worse came with her hand. Multiple bites. Like the zombie had chomped down repeatedly on her hand, only catching her finger right at the end. The flesh had torn, her skin was shredded, and there was an unfortunate amount of meat left. Which resulted in Willa begging, while Buffy cut away excess flesh. The end result was some stitches. They weren’t straight, but the wound was closed. Willa was a barely conscious, whimpering mess that had stopped responding to words.

The two of them decided to leave her for now. The bed was a mess. But pulling her off to clean it wasn’t going to help right now. That would be a job for later. Which left Buffy and Tony to return to the shower together. Tony’s stomach had turned a little, but Buffy looked like she was going to cry.

Without a word, Tony helped the blonde strip down. He took her into the shower and turned on the hot water. Protecting her from the initial cold blast, Buffy leaned into his chest while it warmed up. She hissed softly, and he remembered that she’d been shot too. But the graze was more of a slight cut now he could see it up close. It wouldn’t be worth stitching. Just a bandage to keep it clean.

“That was harder than I thought it would be,” Buffy said.

Tony nodded and kissed the top of her head. “You did good.”

“Did I?” Buffy asked. “Pretty sure she begged me at least three times just to shoot her.”

“That’s in the moment,” Tony tried to assure her. “She’ll feel better about it in a few days.”

“Unless she gets an infection,” Buffy pointed out.

“That’s unlikely,” Tony said with a small shrug. “And if she does…”

“Right, you worked as security, didn’t you?” Buffy pulled back slightly. “Does it bother you?”

Tony let out a sigh. He shifted, and some water splashed on Buffy’s face, washing away a droplet of blood. Which had him reaching for a washer that he took to Buffy’s face. Which she let him do after a moment of hesitation.

“I’ve done it,” he admitted. “First time was rough. Middle-aged woman. She died in childbirth.”

“Oh… oh Tony, I’m so sorry,” Buffy hugged him.

Tony shrugged. “That was the first time. I was sixteen, and it was the reason they put me on a security team. I proved I could do it.”

“Still, that’s rough.” Buffy frowned.

Tony nodded. “Good thing, though. Managed to save the baby. She’d be… shit, no, the math doesn’t add up.”

“Math?”

Tony shook his head. “A few days before I found you. Had a new carriage member join my section. For a moment there, I thought the baby might have been her. But she was only nineteen, and the kid I was talking about would have been around five.”

“Oh…” Buffy nodded. “So, how many times did you fuck her?”

Tony snorted. “None. I like to think I’m a respectable kind of asshole. Some shy teenager doesn’t interest me all that much. I prefer the spunk that comes from a woman with a little life experience.”

“Are you insinuating I’ve been around?” Buffy looked up at him.

Tony rolled his eyes. “I’m insinuating you’re old enough to know better, but still hot enough that I wanna fuck you, anyway.”

“And here I was thinking you might be a charmer,” Buffy joked.

“No, you thought I was an asshole and convinced me that sex might make us more cooperative,” Tony pointed out.

“Is it working?” Buffy asked.

“That depends.” Tony wiped some of the mess from Buffy’s neck. “Are you asking because you genuinely want to know? Or because you want to be distracted from your thoughts?”

“Fuck you.”

Tony nodded. “Yeah, I figured as much.”

She glared. But Tony didn’t stop. He washed down her front, stopping at her legs, before turning her around. Then he went down her back. Top half finished, Tony got on his knees and washed her legs too. Before directing Buffy under the stream to do her hair, while he washed himself. Buffy was out of the bathroom by the time Tony was done.

He stepped out of the bathroom, only to be handed a set of dry clothing. Buffy was already dressed, and their new friend was snoring softly on the bed. Tony accepted the bundle and returned to the bathroom to get dressed. When he came out a few minutes later, Buffy was in the kitchen and stuck her head out.

“Can you go check our progress?” she asked. “I’ll join you in a moment.”

“Sure,” Tony nodded and left her to it.

Everyone was a little tense right now. The quiet might do them some good. Not to mention it might be an idea to figure out where it was they were going. Swapping tracks once got them around the problematic southern neighbors. But it didn’t mean they were headed in the right direction.

When Tony arrived at the driver’s seat, he noted they were still barely moving at walking pace. The camera ahead showed collapsed buildings and the occasional evo. Not much else beyond the tracks. He also accepted that there was no banging on the door, which meant the evos hadn’t managed to board. Still, he ought to check things out.

With a final check of what was ahead, Tony got out of the chair. He had a momentary thought of heading back inside to grab his pistol, before remembering, there was one in the armrest of the driver’s seat. Plucking that out, he checked the weapon over. It was a Glock 45. Very much an identical weapon to Tony’s Glock 19, only with an extra two rounds in the magazine. That and a slightly larger grip that fit more snugly in Tony’s hand.

“Buffy can take the 19,” he mumbled, nodded to himself, and checked the weapon over once more.

He wouldn’t know until he fired it that it worked. But his chances that it was disarmed were pretty low. Tony, weapon in hand, opened the door and stepped back. He kept the gun pointed forward for a few moments before moving outside. He did his usual checks. The last thing he wanted was some clinger on the side to take advantage. Tony checked around the railing, confirming there was nothing of danger or note.

The locomotive was going slow enough that evos were trailing behind. They couldn’t keep up. That didn’t stop them from trying. Tony ignored those and walked along the back. There was a lot of blood. Most likely where Buffy had been clipped, and where Willa had crawled. There wouldn’t be much more to do but wait for it to rain. Which would happen regularly enough the further east and south they got.

With nothing obvious to handle, Tony turned and made his way back inside. There, he froze, seeing Buffy in the driver’s seat. She eyed him and looked down at the gun for a moment.

“Everything okay?”

“Yeah,” Tony nodded and walked over to her.

Buffy shifted nervously and pulled her elbows in. Which let Tony open the arm rest and replace the pistol.

“You take mine from now on,” Tony said with an assuring smile.

“Yours?” Buffy frowned.

“My pistol. It’s a Glock 19. Grip’s a little smaller and my hands are bigger than yours. The one I just put back is a 45. It’s a tad bigger, so I’ll use it.”

She stared at him for a few moments before nodding. Then she reached for the front of her belt and began undoing it.

“Buffy?”

“What?” she asked, pulling the front of her pants open.

Tony watched as she wiggled them down. It revealed she wasn’t wearing underwear either. He could see the edge of the bandage she’d put on her bullet graze, but didn’t seem bothered by it.

“As far as I recall,” she said trailing a finger down between her legs. “When the two of us are in here, you usually get to sit while I go down on you.”

“Is that how this works, is it?” Tony asked.

“Right now it is,” Buffy said, lifting her legs and draping her knees over the arm rests.

It left her sitting, legs splayed open. Giving Tony one fantastic view of her smooth pussy lips.

“And here I was thinking you were mad at me,” Tony joked.

“I am mad at you,” Buffy’s usual scowl returned. “But I’m mad at you for things that aren’t your fault. So I’m trying to distract myself from those kinds of thoughts.”

“And what’s in it for me?” Tony asked, already deciding he was into this.

Buffy smirked. “I figure after I’ve cum on your face. I won’t be mad anymore. Combined with being all wet and needy, that’s probably a good time to slide that thick, juicy cock of yours into me and make me a little wetter and needier.”

Tony stared at her for a few breaths before smirking. “Alright, I’m game.”

Kneeling down before her. Tony leaned in without a moment of hesitation and licked deeply from opening to clit. Buffy squirmed.

“No warm up?” she complained softly.

“Sorry,” Tony apologized. “What about this?”

He reached up and pried her labia apart. He spread her pink insides, before leaning in and very gently placing a kiss on her clit. Then again.

“You’re such a fucking asshole, Tony,” Buffy scoffed.

“Yeah,” Tony said, kissing her clit once more. “I suppose you’re right.”

Buffy opened her mouth to complain, before choking out a soft moan as he licked her again. This time, he was more gentle and slow. Keeping the pace, he tasted the juices she started to leak.

“Bit of a mess here,” Tony said on a low sigh.

“What did you expect?” Buffy asked with an aggravated huff.

“Well, with that attitude, I might just plug the leak.” Tony grinned lasciviously.

“What—ohhhhh,” Buffy moaned.

Tony’s index and ring fingers sank to the second knuckle before he curled upward towards her bellybutton. Buffy slumped back in the seat as he massaged her g-spot. While doing so, he gently lapped over her clit, stimulating that little bundle of nerves from inside and outside all at once.

“Fuck, I hate you,” Buffy moaned.

Tony paused just long enough to look up and ask. “Do you?”

“No,” Buffy complained. “But I want to fucking hate you.”

“Secret to a woman’s heart,” Tony said between licks. “Make her cum on your face.”

“Oh, fuck you,” Buffy snarled.

Tony leaned closer, wrapping his lips around her clit. With a bit of gentle suction, Buffy let out a sharp gasp of pleasure.

“Mhm,” Tony moaned.

Buffy jerked at the vibrations, before pushing her ass forward. She slid on the seat, reclining and giving Tony better access to her. It also put more pressure on the front wall of her pussy. As juices slowly dripped down Tony’s arm, he kept up the suction while sliding his wet tongue over her bud.

“Tony…”

“Mmm.”

“Oh fuck,” Buffy crooned. “TONY!”

She shuddered, and her legs slipped off the armrests. She snapped them closed around Tony’s face. Pinning him in place. Tony continued to lick, not bothered in the least. Her pussy squeezed around his fingers, but Tony held steady, massaging her all the same while she hit her peak. Her hips bounced once or twice, and Tony eased off the pressure. He wanted to milk her orgasm, not overstimulate her.

When he felt the hand on the back of his head, Tony slackened up. Buffy pulled him away, releasing her legs, and Tony stood up as she released him. Panting and bleary-eyed, Tony undid the front of his own pants, while Buffy blushed and tried to get back into position.

“Eager, are we?”

“Yes,” she replied immediately. “Do you like orgasms? I fucking LOVE orgasms.”

“Orgasms are great.” Tony pulled his cock free. Letting his pants drop to the floor, he leaned in, scooping Buffy’s legs up with the same motion. He didn’t put her legs back over the armrests. Instead, he put them over his shoulders. Buffy was trapped in the chair, having slid down to the point she couldn’t get up.

“The best part about orgasms, though,” Tony said, slapping his cock down atop Buffy’s sensitive clit. “Is counting how many I can pull out of my partner.”

“Then what are you waiting for?” Buffy asked.

Tony smirked. “For you to say please.”

She blinked and inhaled for a moment. Before nodding. “Please.”

Tony grinned, and Buffy rolled her eyes.

“Please, oh great and benevolent ruler of the single locomotive. Stretch me over your cock?”

Tony smirked and pulled back. He slid one hand down to steer, and found her hot, wet entrance easily. Buffy’s eyes widened at the moment of contact, before squeezing shut as he began to slide in.

“How does that⁠—”

“Fucking amazing. Now shut the fuck up,” Buffy moaned.

Pulling back, Tony felt the grip of her pussy along his shaft. She was so wet and so tight. He pushed back in, sinking his entire length into her, where Buffy let out a satisfied sigh.

“Buffy?” Tony called softly.

She blinked softly and opened her eyes to look at him. “What?”

“I don’t hate you,” Tony admitted.

Buffy looked up, and Tony kissed her. She moaned into the kiss, before moaning once more as Tony thrust firmly into her. He had her right where he wanted her. A tasty little morsel, trapped in the chair. Her legs up over Tony’s shoulders, while he fucked her hard. All she could do was moan and hold on for dear life.

Tony enjoyed the sensation of her delicious pussy sliding back and forth on his cock. Buffy was loving it, even if she was a bitch. Her nails stabbed into his arms, the only part of him she could reach properly. When he released her mouth, she let out a gasp before Tony bit down on the side of her neck. She froze and Tony was worried for a moment he’d done something wrong.

Before a ripple of sensation ran down his cock. Buffy’s legs shook, and Tony took long, deep strokes into her pussy while she came. He pulled his head back far enough to see her eyes rolling and her mouth open.

“Such a good girl,” Tony whispered.

“Good girls get to cum,” Buffy whimpered.

“And you’re having such a good cum right now, aren’t you?”

“Uh huh,” Buffy said, head bobbing side to side, eyes rolling.

Tony smirked as he sat up. Pushing her knees off his shoulders, he leaned on the backs of her thighs. Pushing her down, she was folded in half, giving Tony zero resistance as he slammed his cock into her.

“Oh, fuck!” Buffy gasped.

“My turn now,” Tony growled, as he hammered long, deep strokes into her.

“Oh fuck, Tony!”

“Touch your clit for me,” Tony grunted.

Buffy let out a whimper, but did as he ordered. She let out a soft whimper as she swirled a pair of fingers over her clit. Tony looked down at her, admiring the beautiful woman she was. It thrilled him watching the way her eyes grew hooded and her breathing deepened. She was hitting her limit and her mouth fell open.

“Be a good girl for me, Buffy,” Tony hissed.

Buffy nodded, and her face screwed up momentarily. Her core throbbed for the third time since they’d started. Tony hilted himself inside the gorgeous blonde. As Buffy let out a choked scream, Tony grunted and pumped the first rope of seed into her body.

“I’m a good girl,” Buffy trembled as she rubbed herself through her orgasm. “I’m a good girl.”


CHAPTER 12


Tony watched the slow rise and fall of Buffy’s chest. The blanket had slipped off in the night. The faint glow of the lights outside the sleeping quarters filtered through the partially open curtain. He’d have liked to continue watching for some time, but he heard a whimper from outside instead. One that seemed to reach Buffy’s ears too as she blinked and shifted beside him.

“Mmm.” Buffy screwed up her face. “Is it morning?”

“Think so,” Tony sighed as he slipped free of the beautiful scientist. “Our guest is stirring.”

“Shit, we didn’t feed her or anything,” Buffy moaned, while she blinked up at the ceiling. “We are bad parents.”

“Fuck the both of you!” Willa called.

Tony grinned. “She can also hear us.”

Buffy smirked and sat up. The two of them dressed quickly and exited the captain’s quarters. Willa was trying to sit up, but she was having a hell of a time managing it. The shoulder injury kept her from being able to pull herself to her feet. While the bullet hole in her ass meant she couldn’t quite sit, either. Then there was her chewed up hand, giving her nothing to lean on. She’d managed as far as propping herself up against one of the metal rails on the side of the bed.

“You two done fucking?” Willa grouched, looking over her two captors.

“For now,” Tony admitted with a shrug.

“How are you feeling today?” Buffy asked.

“Like I was shot twice, chewed up, and then captured, tortured and stitched up in the worst way possible,” she complained.

Buffy nodded. “Well, your memory works fine, then.”

“Am I allowed to go to the toilet at least?” Willa asked.

Buffy grimaced and gave a small nod before looking at Tony.

“I’ll help get her in there, but I’m not waiting around after the fact,” he replied.

Willa looked a little relieved at that. The two of them went over and looked at the situation. She was covered in blood, bandages and wore nothing but the frilly G-string and bra she had on the day before. The rest of her clothing was in a pile on the floor.

“I think just… You take one side, I’ll take the other,” Tony suggested.

“This is going to hurt,” Buffy told the woman.

Willa nodded and then grimaced in pain as Buffy lifted her injured arm up. Tony was careful with her bitten hand, but did much the same. Draping her arms over their shoulders, they stood, picking Willa up off the bed. Her entire back and hair were matted with dried and sticky blood. That blood was all over the bed where she had been laying. Tony grimaced and wasn’t sure what to do about it right now.

Willa let out a slow moan of pain, but held on as they helped her hobble into the bathroom. Tony let Buffy lead the way, and between the two of them, they got Willa seated. If not comfortable.

“I’ll leave you here,” Tony said, before pulling out of the bathroom.

He closed the door, cutting off the sight of Willa trying to figure out how to get herself undressed without humiliating herself. With that in mind, Tony looked at the bed. It was covered in gore, and there wasn’t much he could do about it. It needed to be cleaned, but that wasn’t something he could do now. At least not without a water fill. But there were other bunks. Which would work temporarily.

Decision made, Tony grabbed the mattress and pried it free. It wasn’t the most uncomfortable mattress he’d seen. Wrapped in a waterproof rubber coating, it could be salvaged from the situation once they had a way to clean it. Tony just dragged it towards the door, through the driver’s compartment, and then out the back. With the train practically moving at idle, there were dozens of evos waddling around behind them. None had managed to get a hold of the train though. At least none that had held on enough to be a problem.

Tony ignored them for now. He brought the mattress out and set it against the back railing, with the messier of the sides facing out. After a quick trip back inside to their supplies, he returned with rope. It only took a few loops and a knot to tie the mattress down. He only needed it to stay put if the wind picked up. It wasn’t like a crucial piece of infrastructure that needed bolting down.

Satisfied things were as handled as they could be for the moment, Tony made his way back inside. There were sounds inside the bathroom, along with running water. So Tony made his way into the kitchen instead. He filled a bowl with warm water and returned to the bed that Willa had been using. Most of the blood had been on the mattress itself. The little that remained, he wiped up on his own with a dishcloth. When it was as clean as he could get it, Tony returned the bowl and tipped the water down the sink.

Whatever reclamation technology was installed, he was confident it would handle the blood. Tony returned with a dry cloth and wiped down the bedding area once more before pulling down the mattress from the top bunk. That, he set down on the lower bunk, before the bathroom door opened. Buffy stepped out, damp and in her underwear. She blushed slightly as Tony leered, but made no effort to cover herself as she rushed over to the captain’s quarters.

“Just getting her something to wear,” Buffy said, before hurrying back with Tony’s oversized shirt.

He raised an eyebrow but was glared at in response. So he let it go and when the door closed, he slipped back into the kitchen and started cooking breakfast. While the soup heated on the stove, he also boiled water for some tea. And while setting out some bowls on the table, the two ladies emerged once more.

Buffy came first, dressed, but damp. Behind her came Willa, who hobbled along with a grimace. Tony moved to help, but she waved him off. Freshly showered and clean, she was almost a different woman.

“Is that cream of chicken?” she asked, sniffing the air.

“Ah,” Tony turned and looked. “That and mushroom.”

“You put both in one pot?” Buffy asked.

Tony shrugged. “And I made tea.”

“What’s tea?” Willa asked.

This time Willa did accept help from Tony as they got her seated. The single bar that flipped around from underneath worked rather well. It was just awkward getting her into position. By sitting half on and half off, she was able to balance herself in place. Her legs were fine and by leaning on her elbow on the bitten side, she was able to sit. If not comfortably, then without complaint.

“So, tea,” Tony pushed the mug towards her. “And soup.”

“Where’d you score this haul?” Willa asked, as Tony brought out the steaming pot.

“Found it,” Tony grunted.

“No fucking shit, really?” Willa rolled her eyes.

“It was an accident,” Buffy chimed in as Tony gave the woman a glare. “I’m his northern neighbor, and was accidentally left behind when we measured the gap wrong.”

“That the spacing thing between the trains?” Willa asked.

“Why am I not surprised that you don’t know what it is?” Tony sighed.

“Hey, I just shoot evo’s, I don’t drive the fucking train⁠—”

“Alright, alright,” Tony held his hands up in surrender. “Sorry, I wasn’t making an accusation. When I was on my home train, I was often in the radio room while we tried to persuade you lot to slow down and give us some room.”

Willa frowned. “We always took that as an excuse.”

“So you know that much at least.” Tony rolled his eyes.

Willa shrugged and then winced as she hurt her injured shoulder. “I mean, yeah. You lot would start making demands and our security would go up. I was a roof guard, so I spent a lot of time on overwatch.”

“Watching for what?” Buffy asked.

Willa shrugged. “Evo’s climbing on board, the assholes in front of us. The assholes behind us. Bandits. There’s plenty of shit to shoot if it needs shooting.”

“Just a whole train of angry assholes,” Tony chuckled and shook his head.

“Well, can you blame us?” Willa gestured around. “You two are the weirdest fucking bandits I’ve ever seen.”

“You’ve seen bandits?”

Willa shrugged. “More than I’d like. But we got rules.”

Tony looked over at Buffy and saw her frown. The way she said that, it was implying something. Something they didn’t quite understand.

“Alright, dropping that for now,” Tony said, before clearing his throat. “Turns out that by sheer dumb luck, we stumbled into my grandfather’s old workshop.” He nodded in Willa’s direction. “We only discovered the locomotive worked after your train went past and you gave me a stay of execution. I truly thought it was a steam engine. I was wrong. Before the world broke, my grandfather retrofitted this train.”

“You expect me to believe that?” Willa asked.

Tony shrugged. “You not believing me isn’t going to change the truth. And I don’t exactly have a reason to prove it to you.”

“Alright, say I believe you. What happens now?” Willa asked.

“We go home,” Buffy smiled thinly. “We took a shortcut, cutting across no-man's-land.”

“You’re fucking crazy,” Willa shook her head. “We’ll die out here.”

“Maybe,” Tony nodded. “But… we’ve got pretty solid intel that the rails from Cleveland to Philadelphia are pretty clear.”

“We’re nowhere near Cleveland!” Willa snapped. “Where the fuck are we heading, anyway?”

“Lima,” Tony said with a sigh. “I think.”

“You think?”

“It’s not exactly like we planned this shit. You lot slowed down and started shooting. It was get stuck behind you, or change rails.”

“We thought you were fucking around. Kept waiting for the signal and it never came,” Willa frowned.

“You trade with bandits,” Buffy said softly. It wasn’t a question.

Willa shrugged. “Not my decision. Most of them are scum I’d rather shoot, but a few of them have friends and they worked out a signal so we’d recognize them. It’s been a few years, but there are points along the track that we meet up and exchange things.”

“Exchange what?” Tony asked.

“Food, water, ammo and… stuff.”

“You trade people, don’t you?” Buffy asked with a sneer.

Willa nodded. “As I said. I’m just a roof guard. I don’t make decisions and if I wasn’t good at my job, there might be worse places to put me.”

“You fucking people—” she snarled.

“It wasn’t my decision!” Willa snapped. “You don’t know what it’s like!”

Tony cleared his throat and drew their attention. “You’re right. Neither of us know your situation. Nor is there likely anything we can do to change things.”

“Not unless you wanna go hunt fucking bandits,” Willa sank in her seat. “I know this shit is wrong. But it’s not like I could just leave and find somewhere else to live. I just had to make myself useful and hope I never ended up on the bad end of a trade.”

“How long would that work for?” Tony asked.

Willa shrugged. “Long as it could. It’s not like anyone was keen to give away a breeder.”

“Ex-fucking-scuse me?” Buffy snapped.

Willa slumped a little lower in her seat, but didn’t have a reply. Buffy stared at Tony and Tony shook his head.

“What can we do? Like, really do?” he said.

Buffy gritted her teeth and slowly shook her head. “I need to get home. There’s gotta be something.”

“Hey, I’m all for taking down the boss,” Willa spoke up. “But between you two, I don’t see that happening.”

“She’s right,” Tony sighed. “I hate it, but she’s right.”

“Yeah,” Buffy nodded in agreement. “Killing the train would be one thing, but then what? Thousands of refugees spilling into the wastes? Food for evos.”

“You could kill a train?” Willa asked.

Tony nodded. “The turret on the top. I hit your train with a smoke round.”

“Scared the fuck out of us, that did,” she agreed. “Wasn’t sure at first. Saw the shot, then a bunch of sparks when it hit the back of the train and everything went white. That shit burned to breathe and half of us got out just to run away.”

“Is that what happened to you?” Buffy asked.

“Somewhat,” Willa said with a slight shake or her head. She tried not to grimace, but her body still tensed from her injuries. “I wasn’t in the worst of it, but I got orders to go out and help get people. When I went into the smoke to grab a few heading in the wrong direction, that’s when I got bit. Didn’t even realize how many there were since I’d been watching you lot.”

“You still regret us saving you?” Tony asked.

Willa opened her mouth, then closed it again. “Would have saved me a bunch of pain and suffering if you’d have just shot me.”

Tony nodded. “Out of curiosity. What happens if we take you home?”

“Injured like I am?” she sighed. “Probably put in the kennel until I get strong enough to fight someone off. Then it depends.”

“Monsters.” Buffy shook her head. “Fucking monsters.”

Willa didn’t offer any more commentary on the subject. “Then they’d kill you and take your train.”

“What if I wanted to trade with them, like the bandits do?” Tony asked. Buffy and Willa both gave him level glares, and he held up his hands. “I’m just asking. I’m not about to do anything stupid.”

“You just asked how to trade with a group of people who sell slaves to bandits,” Buffy pointed out.

Tony grimaced and gave a slow nod. “That’s… okay, forget I asked.”

“Done,” Willa sighed. “So if you’re not gonna take me home, and you’re not bandits. What is the plan?”

“Honestly,” Tony shrugged. “Philadelphia. I need to get Buffy home. I came from the train ahead of yours, and she’s my northern neighbor. I get her home, then I’m on my own. Thinking if I can find a few spots across no-man's-land, I can act as transport.”

“Lotsa bandits in no-man's-land,” Willa said. She chewed at her lip in thought.

“Which is pretty good insurance to suggest that there’s plenty of places I can get across and move around the life trains in a hurry.” Tony grinned. “Beats going home too.”

“You don’t like home?”

Tony shrugged. “I liked it fine. Just got a bit of a grudge.”

“Alright then.” Willa nodded slowly.

Tony frowned and glanced at Buffy, who was also frowning. “That… sounded like you just made a decision on something.”

“I… guess I did,” Willa nodded. “I’m gonna owe you one. For dragging my ass out. For patching me up and… this,” she gestured to the meal. “I ain’t ever gonna be able to pay you back for any of it.”

“I didn’t haul you out of that shit just so you’d owe me one.” Tony shook his head. “I hauled you out of it, because when you pointed a gun at me, you gave me a choice, and I figured you deserved the same one.”

She frowned. “That’s not the same.”

“Why not?” Tony asked.

“Because when I offered to shoot you, that was a mercy,” she said. “If what you said was true, at the time, you had no idea this fancy train of yours was working. Nobody could have expected that. Not even you.”

“That’s for sure,” Buffy sighed.

“When you grabbed me. When you helped me. That was my own fault. I walked into that shit. I took that risk. I got bit, I got shot. By rights, I should be dead right now. And I’m not.”

“That’s not that much different from what happened to us,” Tony pointed out.

“You weren’t bit. You weren’t shot. You still had some fight,” she insisted. “I was dead. I still might be,” she said, looking at her missing finger. “And you came for me, anyway. You got out. Then you came back, and you saved my ass. All I did was point a gun at you in case you wanted to go quick.”

“So—”

“So when I’m on the mend… I don’t have anywhere else to go. So I may as well stick around and make myself useful,” she said, looking slightly hopeful. “If you’ll have me.”

“Don’t look at me, I’m going home,” Buffy said shaking her head.

“Having an extra hand to fire the gun while I’m driving would be nice,” I pointed out. “And if I’m trading, I can always barter for extra food.”

“I don’t eat much,” she agreed. “Just… none of that good girl shit while you fuck me.”

Tony spat his soup across the table, surprising both ladies.

“Excuse me?”

“What?” Willa blinked in shock, before pulling her bowl away from the mess. “That’s what you two are doing, isn’t it?”

“Ah…” Buffy blushed. “Not… not quite?”

“No,” Tony said, hearing the lie even as he said it. Because that was pretty much exactly what he and Buffy were doing. “No, we… we have our own thing and… It’s not just…”

“Cool,” Willa nodded. “But if you change your mind… Not the worst thing I’ve ever done.”

“Jesus Christ,” Buffy swore and shook her head.

Tony grimaced and picked up his bowl. He took it into the kitchen and returned with a towel to wipe the table down. All the while, Willa continued to slowly eat.
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“Hey, you doing okay?” Buffy asked.

Tony looked up from the screen and glanced over at Buffy. She wasn’t wearing shoes. Just a shirt and her pants. It looked like she’d made an effort to be comfortable. Not that they had many options with their limited supplies.

“Yeah,” Tony grunted. “Just watching the rails and keeping an eye on things.”

“Saw we got a little warm there for a while,” Buffy nodded back towards the generator.

Tony nodded. “I pushed it a little. Wanted to make sure nobody snuck up behind us.”

“Makes sense, I think,” Buffy said, moving to stand by the seat. “Where are we anyway?”

“Going by my compass,” Tony said, taking it out once more. “On our way to Mansfield.”

“Already?”

Tony nodded. “That’s why I sped us up. Sooner we get to Philly, the sooner we can get you home safe and back to your little project.”

“You sound bitter⁠—”

“I wonder why?” Tony chuckled softly.

“Tony—”

“Save it,” he sighed. “I’ve heard your excuses. I trust you, okay? Just don’t ask me to like it.”

“Probably a good thing Willa’s here then,” Buffy said and touched his shoulder.

“You think I need a woman to be happy?” Tony raised an eyebrow.

“Probably not,” Buffy said and shook her head. “But we’ve been crammed in a metal tube together long enough. I think I can make a few educated guesses about you.”

“Oh?”

“Nothing crazy.” She rolled her eyes. “I just have my doubts that you and Willa are gonna find yourselves living as close as we started, without ending up in bed together at some point.”

“That never ends well,” Tony pointed out.

“What about us?” Buffy asked.

Tony shrugged. “It’s going to end, isn’t it?”

“It doesn’t have to end badly,” Buffy added softly.

“I guess not,” Tony said with a shrug. “But…”

“But?”

“… Nothing,” Tony grumped. “Doesn’t matter.”

“Tony—”

“I said it doesn’t matter,” he growled and looked back at the screen. The last thing Tony wanted to talk about was his feelings. That he was growing attached to her was bad enough. The last thing he wanted was to admit it and make things worse.

“At this rate, we’ll hit Mansfield by morning,” Tony continued, as if nothing had changed. “Tomorrow night we’ll hit Alliance. I’ll have to figure out where to change tracks when we get there so we can head south to Pittsburgh. Then change again to head to Harrisburg, and one final switch to Philly.”

“And hopefully we’re in time to catch my train,” she nodded. “That’s what… three, four days?”

Tony nodded. “Four if we’re unlucky. It’ll be close, but if your train’s been pushing to make up the gap… It might be close. It’ll take Willa’s people a week to get around and your train might be a few days ahead if they tried.”

“We might miss them,” she frowned.

“As long as we can get in ahead of my own train, we can catch up to yours in the next stretch and attach on the back.”

Buffy nodded. But before she could speak, there was a soft chime from the screen. Tony turned and read the notification.

“Rain detected. Water capture,” Tony blinked. Then tapped the screen. It blinked in confirmation, and there was a soft rumbling above them.

Tony got up and opened the back door. It wasn’t raining hard, but he stepped out into it, anyway. The water was cold on his skin as the wind blew past and he moved around to the back to hide from it. Buffy followed him out, rubbing her shoulders in the cool and wet.

“Look,” Tony pointed up.

There was a section of the roof that had raised up. It appeared to be making the edges of the roof taller, and Tony wasn’t sure what it was. He frowned and made his way back inside, Buffy hurrying along behind him. Her ankle seemed to be bothering her less. Ignoring that for now, Tony headed past a confused-looking Willa and made the climb up into the turret. There, he waited for Buffy to join him before hitting the lever and activating the turret controls.

When the screen lit up, there was a warning, and that was because of the metal plate now extended on all sides. Tony adjusted the aim and activated the zoom function to get a better look before tilting his head.

“It looks like rain gutters,” he frowned, before leaning over to give Buffy room. “Look.”

“That’s what it looks like,” she nodded. “Hidden ones. Probably to make it harder to climb on the roof.”

Tony nodded. “I don’t know how well it works, but… I mean, in a downpour, if we sat still, we’d collect water just fine.”

“Probably still collecting, even while on the move. Just be careful we don’t damage anything with the force of the wind.”

“Might be worth heading back out and giving one a prod. Make sure it’s solid steel and not something thin enough to break then,” he suggested.

Buffy nodded, and Tony quickly packed the turret down once more. The two of them climbed down and hurried past the bemused Willa, with a quick detour into the kitchen. Broom in hand, Tony made his way out the back with Buffy at his side. They moved around to the rear, out of the wind, and Tony held the broom up, giving the metal plate a push.

“Did it move?”

“Don’t think so,” Tony said, prodding it again. Before giving it a hard jab. The broom skimmed off, and Tony grinned. “I mean, I wouldn’t keep it open in a hurricane, but on the move like this isn’t hurting it.”

“Perfect,” Buffy grinned. “Now, you wanna tell me why this is tied up outside?” she gestured at the mattress.

“Actually, that’s a good point. I didn’t want to waste water cleaning it, but the rain won’t care.”

Handing the broom over, Buffy watched with a smirk as Tony began to untie the mattress. The wind wasn’t so bad and he was here to hold it. He just loosened the knot on one end and pulled the mattress free. When the rope caught on something at the bottom, he stuck his hand under to loosen it. Only to feel something clamp down on his wrist.

“EVO!” Tony snarled as it pulled hard.

“SHIT!” Buffy rushed to the railing.

SKRREEE!

Tony twisted around. Putting his knees against the mattress, and hauled back. The evo wasn’t letting go of him and was even batting at the back of the mattress. Buffy was swinging for the hills, beating the evo over the head. Which was terribly awkward while hanging off the back of a moving train with a broom in the rain.

SKRREEEEEEEE!

“Get the fuck off!” Buffy shouted as she batted at the thing.

“Jam the broom under it and pry the fucker off!” Tony roared.

Buffy nodded and adjusted. Tony felt a tug on his arm, but Buffy slipped with a yelp. She tumbled to the floor and lost control of the broom. Unfortunately, she kicked Tony on the way down and his vision swam as his eyes blurred from the impact. It loosened his concentration and Tony felt himself being yanked harder into the mattress before a blast of cold breath wafted over his forearm.

Tony had a single moment of clarity. The intense apprehension that came before the bite. He tensed and knew it was going to be too late, even as he struggled to maintain control—before he heard a new voice.

“Not yet, motherfucker!”

SKRREEE!

Tony felt a thump and his arm jerked.

“Buffy! Get a fucking gun while I hold this fucking thing!”

Buffy scrambled to her feet, and Tony spotted his rescuer. Willa loomed over him. He could see straight up between her legs, and at the neatly trimmed public hair between her thighs. He could also see the pained grimace as she awkwardly kept control of the broom. She clumsily held it against her chin, to her good shoulder, with her injured hand wrapped around the handle. The evo she was pinning back with it thrashed and her teeth chattered, but she held firm.


CHAPTER 13


“Well, you’ve stopped bleeding again,” Buffy nodded. “You heal pretty quick, even by post evo standards.”

“Not the first time I’ve heard that,” Willa sighed as she put her shirt back on.

Tony did his best to keep his eyes to himself. Willa was yet to start wearing underwear once more. A bra would put pressure on her shoulder and underwear would irritate the hole in her ass. Instead, she spent most of the time wearing one of his oversized shirts. Which, to Tony’s annoyance, had caught Buffy’s attention. Something she had ruthlessly taken advantage of in the dark of the captain’s quarters. Teasing him and trying to gain a response.

“Still, you should take it easy. You don’t want to open your wounds again,” Buffy continued.

“I’ll get right on that. Just keep Tony out of trouble for me,” Willa nodded in my direction.

I frowned at her, but she grinned and shook her head. It had been an interesting few days. Willa was a woman possessed when she wanted something. When she heard the evo screeching, she somehow found it in herself to get off the bed and come help. She’d barely been able to walk, but by leaning on the railing she managed to stand there long enough for Buffy to find a gun.

It then took the both of us to get her back inside. There, she was bleeding from both gunshots and had aggravated the bite on her hand. Without painkillers, they could do little more than wet some towels for a bit of compression. Only for Willa to get sick of the baby treatment less than a day in. She was a hard woman. A woman who believed her value lay with her ability to act. So the idea of sitting still grated on her own nerves.

Which only got worse as time went on. Which quickly became apparent when they arrived in Mansfield. Tony had to take control of things for a while. On the main line, he could set the speed and walk away. But with all the old rails and unexplored sections, there was no way to tell if there were any switches coming up or not. Which was just as well. Passing into Mansfield had been quiet. But where the main line continued on towards Alliance, there was a switch.

That switch led to a small, abandoned staging area. It looked like the kind of place a group of bandits would go to stop for a night or two. Perhaps carry out some repairs. Buffy and Tony had a quick discussion about the likelihood of finding anything worth salvaging. Which was when the problems started. Salvage was a hot topic on Willa’s train.

She practically leaped at the chance, which aggravated her wounds, but didn’t stop her. She argued hard and fast about remaining on the train to act as overwatch with a borrowed rifle while Tony and Buffy made a search of the area. For the possibility of finding radio parts, Tony almost agreed. Except even as they chatted, the evos began to swarm. They hadn’t made these plans with the expectation of a small horde to make their way up. This far from the center, it wasn’t a common sight. But with the bunching of the trains, it should have been expected.

Instead of a few hours to check out a potential source of salvage, Tony had made a quick dash to the switch. With Buffy on the controls, she brought the train over before Tony climbed back aboard. And with a check to ensure the evo’s hadn’t grabbed hold anywhere, they abandoned their find on the way to Alliance.

Which became a problem once more as the evos thickened. Tony was certain that the three trains were responsible for the changes. It would take months to settle the evos once more. As the rotation continued, the evos would eventually make their way south and west. But it would be months, or even years, before their population in the area settled back to normal levels. And that was assuming everyone managed to keep their correct separations this time. Chicago to Philly was a narrow point in the journey and made it the most likely point for a shift in the standard pattern of evo movement.

“So, you gonna give me a gun when we get to Pittsburgh, then?” Willa asked as she shifted around on the bed.

“What makes you think we’ll need it?” Tony asked.

“Probably won’t,” Willa admitted. “But… Cleveland and Newark are the two places we used to bump into our trading partners.”

“You didn’t think to tell us this before?” Tony asked.

“It wouldn’t have done us much good anyway,” Buffy said, shaking her head at Tony. “Remember what I told you before? That’s how we knew this line was safe to use.”

“You knew that already?” Willa asked.

Tony sighed when he remembered what Buffy had said. About them tracking a locomotive and a team going missing along this line.

“We guessed from Chicago to Alliance,” Tony murmured. “Your people forced us to make that decision. But yes, we knew this stretch might be dangerous.”

“If I had tracking equipment,” Buffy sighed.

Tony saw a small look in her eye. Regret maybe? He set it aside and cleared his throat. “Well, we’re almost at Pittsburgh. After that, we’re heading to Harrisburg and that’s the last major town until Philadelphia. Where hopefully we can get you home,” Tony said with a nod of finality.

He didn’t like how this was going. Tony didn’t want to admit that he’d grown attached to Buffy. That stubborn bitch had gotten under his skin and he kinda liked her being there.

“So—”

“So you’re going to sit there and heal,” Tony growled. “You’re no good to me, or anyone else, if you fuck yourself up again. If you want to be useful, I need you healed up.”

Willa scowled and slumped back on the bed. For a brief moment, Tony caught a glimpse of her pussy as she crossed her legs. He wasn’t entirely sure if that was intentional or not, but he didn’t bring it up.

“I’m going to⁠—”

BOOP!

“What the fuck?” Tony said as he hurried into the driver’s cab.

He hurried in, with Buffy a step behind. Finding his seat, he got in and frowned at the screen.

BOOP!

“I mean, yeah, I agree, clearly,” Tony said gesturing at the screen and the empty rails ahead of the train.

“What’s—”

BOOP!

Buffy sighed. “What’s around us, then?”

“Shit,” Tony realized what was the most likely problem.

He tapped the screen and switched cameras to the one on the rear.

BOOP! BOOP! BOOP!

“HOLD ON!” Tony roared as he saw what was coming.

It looked like the same model as the locomotive from his home train. Only without the hundreds of carriages on the back of it. And travelling much, much faster. Tony had only moments to look before grabbing Buffy around the waist. She yelped as he threw her against the front wall where the old fire door was. Wrapping his arms around her head, she struggled to get free as a tremendous impact slammed into them from behind.

The locomotive crashed forward, pulling Buffy’s head from the wall, before momentum slammed them both back into it. Hard. Tony’s arms crashed into the metal wall, cushioning Buffy’s head. But it didn’t protect his own. Tony’s forehead smacked into the metal and his ears rang from the impact. Buffy was yelling something as he slumped to his knees.

Tony blinked a few times, regaining his vision and hearing as Buffy grabbed his face.

“What do we do?!”

“Go check Willa,” Tony grunted as he stood up once more.

His balance was slightly off, and he hoped he wasn’t badly concussed from the impact. Buffy seemed reluctant to leave him, and he scowled before giving her a light push.

“Go check Willa, she might have fallen!”

Buffy scowled at him, but hurried inside without another word. Tony stepped back and found the driver’s seat, before lowering himself back in once more. He looked at the screen and saw the locomotive that had driven up the back of them. The walkway in the rear was a mess. Crushed and twisted, the railing was completely destroyed. It would be a real problem to repair on the move after this. What was worse, though, was the team who were chaining the two of them together.

Tony swallowed nervously as he watched. They were looking for hard points and hooking on everywhere they could. More than that, someone was trying to use the hookups between the trains to secure them together properly.

“Here, you fucking asshole.”

Tony blinked and looked up as Buffy stormed in, carrying his rifle. Before he could process what she’d called him, she slapped the butt into his chest. Tony grabbed ahold, before Buffy rushed out once more.

“Yeah, I’m in trouble,” he muttered as he looked back at the screen.

The team was finishing things up before he heard a heavy clunk, signaling they were now hitched together. The only way to fix that would be to go out there and unhitch it himself. As he watched, Tony tried to get an estimate on the numbers involved. He counted almost a dozen moving around. Only a handful of them were armed—with guns, that is. They all carried some kind of implement that would be useful in a fight. A heavy wrench. A piece of rebar with metal welded to the end as a club. One guy even had a sword. And not a cut piece of metal with a sharp edge. This looked like it was out of some fantasy novel and hung from his belt in a sheath beside a holstered revolver.

“TONY!”

Tony groaned and got up. His head ached a little, but not enough to slow him down as he headed through the door and frowned as he saw Willa.

“Can you even fire that?” Tony asked.

“You think after they break in here, they’re gonna let me sit all quiet like and heal up before raping and murdering me?” Willa retorted.

“Point taken,” Tony sighed, before spotting Buffy.

“The turret,” she pointed at the ladder.

“Not gonna stop them getting in here,” Tony pointed out. “Not even sure it has the barrel depression to hit them.”

“Then what the fuck are we going to do?” She snapped.

Tony sighed. Then looked over at what they had available. “Bags.”

“Bags what?”

“Willa’s in the best spot. We put our bags on the end of the bed. Give her a little pillbox. That’ll be the best bet.”

“And what, just wait for them to break in?” Buffy snapped.

Tony nodded. “If they’ve got a welder in there, or access to grinders, then yeah. They’re getting in. Just a matter of speed.”

“I thought you were security!” Buffy stamped her foot.

“Which is how I know they’re getting in one way or another!” Tony snapped back. “I’m sorry. I don’t have all the fucking answers. I’m sorry the system didn’t warn us in time to get the turret working and take them out before they caught up. I’m sorry this has all gone to shit. But that isn’t something I can help right now with you yelling at me!”

“Fuck,” Buffy rubbed her face. “Fuck.”

“Fuck,” Tony agreed.

“Wish I could get a decent fuck right now,” Willa grunted, making both of them shake their heads.

“So, what can we do?” Buffy asked, looking like she’d accepted the hard truth, rather than argue over something she couldn’t change.

“Pillbox on the bed,” Tony pointed to Willa’s bunk. “And I guess… We’re just going to have to open the door and pin them down when they come in.”

Buffy’s face screwed up, before she suddenly stopped and tilted her head. “I have an idea.”
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“This is a terrible fucking idea,” Tony groaned as he watched the monitor.

“They’re moving quickly, but they still need to run power cables. That’s not a large arc welder either,” Buffy frowned as she sat beside him. “We might have to open the door for them anyway if this takes too long.”

Tony nodded and kept watch as the bandits carried over the welder. There wasn’t a camera on the door itself. So when they came around to the entrance, and someone pounded on it, they were out of view. The sudden crackle of the arc striking metal, though, echoed through the room. Tony looked over and saw a patch on the door starting to take on a red hue.

“They’re coming,” Tony muttered.

“Then let’s get ready,” Buffy said, moving aside.

Tony nodded slowly and got up. He cast one last look at the coupled train and the bandits beyond. Then he deactivated the monitors and shut down the driver’s seat. There was a warning chime, and Tony tapped the confirmation button that appeared on the screen before it responded. The monitors closed up once more, making the inside look like that of a steam engine without the dials. And when the seat folded into the floor, Tony gave a small sigh.

He had his Glock 45 on his hip and his AR slung over his shoulder. Buffy was armed similarly with her Glock 19 and one of the AR’s from the locked cabinet. Willa had one as well, though she was laying as comfortably as she could. Mostly on a bundle of towels and kitchen pots and pans to break up the view as they came through the door.

“We’re ready?” Willa asked, not moving, while keeping the barrel of the rifle pointed up.

“They’re cutting their way in,” Buffy nodded as she headed over to the reactor’s control panel. “And it’s going to be a close thing unless they hurry.”

Tony nodded and looked back at the door. He wasn’t sure what they were going to try. Getting through a metal door could be done a few ways. Cut a big hole to crawl through was the longest way, but the most reliable. Or you could simply cut the lock. That would be the quickest and easiest, so long as there was only the one lock. Alternatively, you could cut the hinges. In this case, you couldn’t see the hinges from the outside.

“They’re cutting the lock,” Tony said in annoyance. He hated that his grandfather’s locomotive was being damaged like this and promised that these bandits would pay.

“Then we better be ready,” Buffy said quietly.

Tony nodded and leaned on the door with his rifle up. The sparks flew into the otherwise empty room. Smoke was pouring in on this side, and an alarm began to chime. That made the welding stop for a moment before it resumed once more.

“Can’t disable the fire alarm from here,” Buffy called. “Needs a pass code.”

Tony sighed and rattled off the one for the door. Buffy tapped away and a few moments later, the alarm silenced. As did the horrible sound of the arc welder as it finished the final cut around the lock. When the door burst open, Tony squeezed the trigger. The man on the other side screamed as bullets tore into his chest. Someone behind him caught a bullet too, before another began blindly firing into the driver’s compartment. That was the signal for Tony.

He stepped back, slamming the internal door shut, preventing them from getting in.

“You okay?” Buffy asked.

“Fine,” Tony muttered as his ears rang from the horrible sound of firing indoors.

There was more gunfire, but this time, with the door closed, it wasn’t as loud. The three of them backed away as bullets ricochet around inside the driver’s cabin. Until finally it went silent. Tony wished he could see what was happening inside, but his concentration went to the screen Buffy was staring at. The temperature gauge had been steadily increasing since they added more power to the locomotive. The water it took into the system had improved things a little. But without a full tank, it was still quickly overheating. Especially with the weight of a whole other locomotive and carriages attached to the back of it.

Tony’s attention was drawn back to the door when he heard soft thumping. Like someone was going along tapping on the walls, looking for a way in. Only two people had seen where the door was that Tony had fired from. Both those men had taken shots. And from his guess, both had died before being able to provide any useful information. If Tony had to guess, they were now as lost as he was, trying to figure out where they went.

“Another minute,” Buffy whispered, as the screen began to flash a warning.

“That’s not going to sound an alarm, is it?” Tony asked.

Buffy shook her head. “Turned it off when I set a manual vent.”

Tony shook his head. “Old Man Williams thought of fucking everything.”

“Who’s that?” Willa asked.

“My grandfather,” Tony answered.

“Oh,” Willa nodded. “You said he built this?”

Tony nodded, and Buffy gave a small shrug. “It’s what it appears to be. At least, part of the team that built it,” she said.

“Either way, it was my birthdate that opened the door that let us in here,” Tony shrugged. “I guess that made him the guy in charge of it all.”

“I still think that’s too big of a coincidence,” Willa shook her head, as the thumping on the wall reached the door.

There were a few more thumps, and then a muffled voice called something.

“Looks like they found it,” Tony sighed.

“They’re about to,” Buffy nodded.

“Give it a moment,” Tony held up his hand.

“For what?” Buffy asked.

Tony rolled his eyes. “You’re the one who came up with the idea. I’m just making sure we get the most use out of it.”

Buffy frowned before nodding slowly. Willa made a disgusted sound, but they all knew where this was going. Tony listened to the sounds going on outside the door. Several people moving around. Something being dragged in. Likely the welder, and whatever wiring they were bringing in.

“Alright Buffy,” Tony nodded. “Before they all leave to escape the smoke of the welder.”

Buffy nodded slowly before tapping something on the screen. There was a loud klaxon, and a heavy clunk from the outside. If Tony had to guess, it was the door to the firebox opening. Right before the sound of hissing gas, as water from the tanks was rapidly pumped through the overheating, cold fusion generator.

The screams that echoed through the train made Tony wince. While he didn’t know what they were experiencing, he understood on a level that it was horrible. Thumping and banging went off as the bandits tried to escape. With the room filling with super-heated steam, they were likely blinded and numbed within moments. A shot rang out, signaling that at least one of them took a quicker way out of their pain. Until finally, everything fell silent.

Tony waited for a few moments before leaning on the door. He pressed his ear to it and listened hard. Other than the rumbling of the train on the rails, there was little sound.

“That used up more water than I expected,” Buffy called out. “I’ve reduced the power output to keep the temperature down to reasonable levels.”

Tony nodded. “I’m going to have to go out there.”

“It’s going to be hot,” Willa pointed out.

“Most of the heat would have vented through the door with the steam,” Tony shrugged. “It’ll still be nasty in there, but… not like it was when it first vented.”

Tony opened the door and jumped back as a body fell through. The man was still alive. Gasping softly, his eyes were white and his skin was red as a lobster. He twitched as he put out his hand, gurgling as he tried to talk. When his fingers slid along the ground, Tony almost threw up as the man’s skin began to slough off.

His ears echoed as he put the man down with a bullet. That’s when the scent of the room beyond hit their noses. Buffy did actually vomit, and Tony certainly wanted to. Willa was gagging as she covered her mouth with her hands. Tony grimaced and stepped into the room. He counted the bodies. Eight in total, with one more who fell inside, making nine. Three more of the men were still alive. Including the one with the sword. Tony put them down one by one before doing the same to the corpses, just in case they got up once more.

When he reached the door, there was a whimpering man outside. He saw Tony and picked up a gun from his hip. Tony reacted by swinging his rifle around. But not before the man blew his own brains out right in front of him. Tony gagged at the sight, and leaned over the edge of the railing, emptying his own stomach contents onto a nearby evo that screeched in rage.

Not feeling any better, but at least unable to vomit up anything else, Tony picked himself up and shouldered his weapon. He moved to the back, checking around. That was ten dead. There might be a few more aboard the train, but there weren’t any signs of them.

Following in their footsteps, Tony reached the point where the two trains were attached. Along with the chains, the coupling was indeed locked in place. Tony let out a sigh, knowing it was going to be a pain to get it off. But that was assuming he wanted to. He could trade the second locomotive to one of the life trains. Maybe even Buffy’s life train.

He nodded at that and climbed down. Putting one foot on the coupler, it wobbled beneath him, but gave a stable platform. Releasing his grip on his own locomotive, he reached for the bandits and climbed up onto the platform around it. This one was far more like the locomotives he was used to. They were workhorses. Doors and barred windows to let in air and keep out evos. Not the most sophisticated, but practical. Inside, Tony couldn’t see anyone, but he kept his rifle up as he came around to the door.

With a deep breath, Tony spun into the room. Checking the spots on either side of the door for danger, he saw nothing and relaxed. The driver’s cabin here was much the same as he remembered from his own life train. The one Old Man Williams taught him to drive. Tony didn’t touch anything right now. He didn’t want to give away that someone had come back. Instead, Tony turned and headed for the door.

There were only a few carriages. The first was a mostly empty flatcar. It had a few crates that looked like boarding supplies. Ropes, chains, hooks and a small electric crane. Enough to swing supplies from one end of the flatcar to the other. Everything was anchored down so they wouldn’t fall off.

Tony cleared the flatcar quickly, before reaching the next carriage. This one was a crew car. The door was pulled closed, but not locked. Tony nudged it open with his rifle and stepped inside. The lights were on, and it was a series of dirty bunks and a table at the far end. There were food scraps, dishes and clothing strewn about. Clearly, those who lived here didn’t think care about cleanliness much.

Tony passed through, noting a few things, like what looked like a weapons storage box and some random crates of parts that had been brought in from the weather. Tony reached the other end of the crew car and opened the door. Ahead of him was a boxcar, but one you could enter. And that’s when he noticed the bloody print on the door handle. Tony looked at the door and didn’t think it would take much. This thing wasn’t well built and quite aged.

With his rifle up, Tony drew back and kicked hard at the handle. The wood splintered, and the door flung open. There was a scream from inside, and Tony rushed in. A man with horrible burns down one side of his body was sitting on a wooden bench, before a rather battered-looking woman with her hands up. Tony looked at them both, before the man with the burns lunged for the woman.

“STOP!” Tony roared, swinging the rifle up, while the woman started to cry.

“GET BACK!” the bandit snarled, pushing the woman ahead of him. “I just want to get out of here alive!”

Tony frowned. That wasn’t a huge ask. But the terrified woman before him was another matter. She trembled as tears rolled down her cheeks. She was filthy, and her hair was matted. But what was worse? She wore a collar. A thick thing, made of metal with some kind of electronic device on the side of it.

“What the fuck is on her neck?” Tony demanded.

“What?” the bandit asked.

“It’s a slave collar,” the woman whimpered. “If I get off the train, it explodes.”

“You’re shitting me,” Tony lowered his rifle. “You’re a slave?”

The woman nodded. While the man leaned around to get a better look. “It’s also got a manual detonator. So if you don’t want to watch me blow her brains across the ceiling, you better back the fuck off!”

Tony tried to think of what to do next. He wasn’t sure the man had a weapon on him. In fact, he could see a large knife and a hammer laying on the bench where he’d left them while getting his burns checked.

Tony slowly raised his rifle and pointed it straight at the woman. She squeezed her eyes shut before blinking slowly. Tony watched as she licked her lips. Before noticing, she was mouthing a single word.

“Down.”

Tony narrowed his eyes and gave a slight nod. She sniffed, and then dropped to the floor.

“BITCH!”

BANG!

“FUCK!”

Tony rushed over as the woman crawled frantically away. The bandit was rolling on the floor. The bullet took him in the chest, but he wasn’t dead. Up close, Tony could see the burns were bad. Not as bad as the others. He must have been near the door when it started and gotten himself out.

“You kill me. You’ll never get the code.”

“Code?” Tony asked, pointing his gun at a point between the bandit’s eyes.

“The kill switch,” the woman trembled. “There’s a bomb wired to the generator. If it detonates, it blows up. And then I die.”

“Wait, what?” Tony frowned. “Why would that kill her, too?”

“The generators create an electrical current that creates a magnetic field around it,” the woman trembled. “If my collar leaves that field, the collar detonates.”

“Oh,” Tony sighed. “In that case, I’ll just bring you aboard my train, and you’ll be fine.”

“Your train?”

“Yeah,” Tony said, pulling the trigger, blowing the bandit’s brains across the floor. “Hell, maybe Buffy can work out how to get that collar off. She’s smart like that.”

The woman froze. “Buffy? Slender, blonde, has a temper. Probably got pissy if you mentioned the old television show.”

Tony frowned at the woman, who stood there nervously waiting. “You know Buffy?”


CHAPTER 14


“Buffy?”

Tony watched the scientist. The way her shoulders tensed. The straightening of her spine. She had been distracted with Willa. From the looks of things, the proud, but injured woman had made attempts to move the bodies. Something that Buffy had prevented, since she was now re-bandaging one of the woman’s wounds. So neither of them had been expecting Tony to come back with a new face.

“Naomi?” Buffy gasped as she took in the sight of her.

“I’m sorry⁠—”

“No.” Buffy moved back from Willa’s bed and hurried over to Naomi.

Buffy wasn’t a tall woman. Naomi was slightly taller. Where Buffy was very much the moniker of her television-star doppelgänger, Naomi… well, it was hard to describe her beneath all the grime. She was clearly trying to make herself look as unpleasant as possible. She even smelled a little funny. But that didn’t stop Buffy from hugging her.

The two women collapsed into one another’s arms, and Tony watched the way Buffy’s face screwed up. She looked on the verge of tears, which wasn’t far behind Naomi, who was openly crying on her own.

“There’s no need to be sorry,” Buffy whispered.

“It’s my fault⁠—”

“None of that,” Buffy crooned. “Tony, is it safe?”

“Safe enough to bring her back. She’s got some kind of slave collar,” Tony said and gestured.

Buffy pulled out of Naomi’s hug for a moment, and her eyes narrowed as she examined the device. “If you got this far, I’m assuming you know how to move?”

“Electromagnetic field around a generator,” Naomi nodded as she sniffed. “If the generator shuts down, the collar detonates.”

“I’d say I wanted to kill whoever was responsible for putting you in this. But I have the feeling I already have,” Buffy glanced at the wet smear on the floor outside the door on the driver’s compartment.

“Alright,” Tony cleared his throat. “If you have this, I’m going to check the rest of the train. Just in case we find something we need.”

“Wait,” Naomi said, pulling herself out of Buffy’s arms. “The kill switch.”

“I’ll see if I can find⁠—”

“No,” she shook her head. “It’ll be dark soon. That’s when they put in the code.”

“So we’re on a schedule,” Tony sighed. “And you don’t know the code?”

She shook her head. “If they told slaves the code, we could steal a train.”

“That’s fair.” Tony sighed. “Alright, I’m going to make this quick. If I find the code written down somewhere, I’ll do what I can. But it’s likely we’ll be dumping the locomotive somewhere.”

“Would it be worth salvaging any of the cars?” Willa called out.

Tony paused. “Maybe. But it still depends on how long this is all going to take. The inside is a bit of a mess, so whatever we take is going to need a good clean either way.”

“Cleaning I can do,” Willa offered. “If I’m going to sit here, I can sit here with a bucket of water and a scrubbing brush.”

Tony nodded at that before meeting Buffy’s eyes. “You good?”

“I’m… yeah,” she nodded. “Just… I’m going to take Naomi to the shower and… see about what I can do here.”

Tony nodded. “Willa, you get off that bed and hurt yourself again. I’m going to tie you up.”

“Jokes on you, I’m into that shit,” Willa snorted, before nodding when both Tony and Buffy glared at her.

With a final glare at the injured woman and a concerned smile at Naomi, Tony turned and headed back out. The bodies were going to be a problem sooner rather than later. Just right now, Tony needed to handle the situation with the train. If it exploded now, they were dead. Which meant he needed to check everything over and disconnect the two.

Moving past the bodies and out onto the walkway with the dead man, Tony carefully made his way back onto the other locomotive. Before he went and poked around, though, Tony wanted to check things out. There was always the chance there was another bandit hiding somewhere. So, Tony took his time. He picked through the locomotive. It wasn’t a large space, just a small room or a cab, as Old Man Williams used to call it. The control panel was mounted before the driver’s seat over by the far side, with enough room for several other people to walk around.

Normally, it would be a small team. The engineer, or driver, who operated the train itself. And the conductor, who kept an eye on other things. Mostly navigation, communication and relaying messages to the engineer as needed. At least that’s what Old Man Williams used to say. These days, things worked a bit differently. The trains ran twenty-four-seven. So, it was more of a driver, co-driver, and a supervisor. The cab catered to that with a small table and room up the front for all three.

With that in mind, Tony poked around, near the chair, the front dash and under the table, ensuring there were no hidden surprises. Which was where Tony recognized the problem that Naomi had mentioned. It wasn’t a huge giveaway. No bundled stack of red sticks denoting dynamite like the stories he’d been told as a child. Instead, there was an ominous keypad bolted onto the metal box, welded to the side of the generator panel. Well, that was enough to tell Tony that the kill switch was going to be a problem.

He wasn’t a demolition expert. Likely, Willa, Buffy and Naomi were not either. Which meant leaving the probable explosive alone, rather than risk messing with something that would get them all killed. Cold fusion reactors could still melt down, and could be extremely dangerous if they were violently disrupted.

“Better hurry this along then,” Tony said and sighed.

With the locomotive secure, he made his way to the back door. That opened back out onto the flatcar. Tony kept his eyes open. There was plenty of evo activity out there on either side of the rails, but no movement aboard. Just the subtle sway of the carriages to either side as they trundled along. Tony swept the flatcar in no time at all, before reaching the crew car. The door was still open, and Tony swept the entrance before moving in.

It was just how he left it. No signs of life. He picked through the room, checking under the bunks and tables. The few cabinets inside weren’t large enough to hide an adult, but Tony checked them anyway. Mostly spare clothing, with a few stacks of pornographic magazines. Tony did pause as he opened one and found a bunch of small sculptures. Bits of metal, twisted and bent into odd shapes before being glued together. Some of them looked like structures out in the world. Others were just abstract shapes. Tony shook his head and closed the cabinet before moving on.

The boxcar was the last one. It was where he’d found Naomi and the only other surviving member of the bandit train. The door swung open. It was unable to close since Tony had shattered the latch with his kick. The body of the bandit still lay on the floor. The shot to the chest was nothing compared to the bullet that blew out the back of his head. It made quite the mess, and Tony was relieved to see there were no signs of other movement within.

Tony wasn’t entirely convinced, though. He moved into the room, keeping his rifle up. This boxcar had many more hiding places. It was set up as some kind of workshop, along with whatever makeshift medical center they were using it as, he assumed, with Naomi’s help. There were stacked crates along one side, with tools, parts and other equipment.

Anything large enough to hide a person, Tony gave a kick. Most things didn’t budge at all. He’d crack them open later. He just wanted to know if one made a noise or wobbled if a person inside was on the receiving end.

By the time Tony reached the far end of the boxcar, he was satisfied there was nobody else here. Turning around, he looked back up towards the front of the train. Just as the back door to the boxcar opened. Tony yelped as a firm hand wrapped around his collar. It hauled back and Tony flung his arms out to catch the doorframe. Which was the only thing stopping him from tumbling out the back onto the rails below.

There was a man out there. He looked uninjured, but manic. His eyes were wide, and he was snarling as he shifted his grip to get a better hold on Tony—who wasn’t about to stand idly by. There was just a small platform out the back. No safety railing. Large enough for someone to stand if they held onto something. Which made Tony’s position, just inside the door, the enviable one.

“Fucking die!” the man snarled.

Tony pulled back, twisting around, and raised a boot. His heel connected with the bandit’s chest. He flailed back, swinging his arms, before grabbing the only thing in reach. Tony yelped as he was dragged out the door by his ankle. Throwing one arm back, he caught the edge of the doorframe as his legs and lower body slipped over the edge. The metal platform dug into his chest, while the bandit fell to the ground behind the train.

“Fuck! FUCK!”

There was a smack, and Tony could only assume the man was bouncing along, while trying to hold onto his legs as best he could. There was no way the bandit was going to climb back up like this. The only thing that worried Tony was if he could hold on long enough that he wasn’t dragged down too.

With a grimace, Tony twisted around. The man was gripping Tony’s leg in a death grip, and sure enough, as every sleeper passed by, the man bounced. He was bleeding, and there was a gash on his chin where he’d clearly hit that first.

“If I’m going down,” the man snarled. “You’re coming with me, motherfucker!”

“No thanks,” Tony snarled as he twisted his body around.

It was awkward, but he got his boot up once more and stomped it down on the bandit’s hand. The man barked out a yelp of pain but didn’t let go. In response, the bandit clawed at him with both hands, gripping the end of Tony’s jeans, only to freeze in horror. Tony caught sight of it at the last moment. An unfortunately well placed evo threw itself at Tony.

The arms were wide, the mouth open.

“SKRREEEEEE!”

Tony jerked and twisted, causing the evo to slip free before it could grab hold. The momentum caused the evo to roll once, before grabbing hold a second time.

“HELP!” the bandit cried. “HELP! AAHHHHHH!”

Tony grimaced as he watched the evo bite down. The man screamed as the evo’s teeth tore through the flesh on the back of his shoulder. He continued screaming as the evo pulled back, peeling away a strip of skin and flesh. That was enough to make the bandit let go. He screamed in pain, as his hands released Tony’s leg and went to the screaming evo instead.

“Fuck,” Tony grunted and rolled back over.

Without the weight of the man pulling him back, Tony’s legs were dangling far enough down that his boots were bouncing along the ground. By pulling up his knees, Tony was able to swing his legs in and avoid the next flailing evo that tried to catch them. From there, it was a slow and grueling process to drag himself up. With a wriggle and a grunt, Tony got his stomach onto the small platform and from there he was able to roll onto his back and sit up.

There, legs dangling over the edge, Tony could see the knot of evos on the rails. He thought about shooting into the crowd, but it was far enough away that it likely wouldn’t do anything. He might hit the bandit, but that was a big might at this range.

“That could have gone better for us both,” Tony said quietly, before getting up.

He spent a moment checking himself over. Making sure he hadn’t dropped anything on the tracks. But finding everything where it should be, Tony stepped in and closed the door.

“Alright. Assuming everything is now clear… what’s next?” he asked himself as he looked around the boxcar. “Probably disconnecting the locomotive,” he sighed. “Which means deciding what to do about the rest of the cars.”
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“That should do,” Tony said, tapping the screen.

Buffy nodded alongside him. “It’s a good plan. I’ll grab some rifles and we can back you up.”

“We?” Tony asked.

Buffy nodded. “Naomi.”

Tony thought for a moment before nodding too. “You trust her?”

“She… and I were close before she left. I… am the reason she took that particular job, and when I tried to convince her otherwise, it only made her more determined to prove me wrong.”

“Close as in…” Tony trailed off.

“As in, after a few drinks, I had to step back. She was my assistant and is several years my junior. It wasn’t appropriate and… she didn’t take the rejection well,” Buffy said with a soft sigh. “When the scouting mission came up, she volunteered. I tried to get her to stop, but she gave me an ultimatum and I refused, so she left.”

“Ouch,” Tony muttered. “And… now?”

“She’s alive. Fed. Resting. And who fucking knows what she’s been through because she’s only been here a few hours and hasn’t even processed that she’s not being kept as a slave anymore?”

“And the collar?” Tony asked.

Buffy grimaced. “It’s going to have to stay until we get back to my train. I don’t have the tools to remove it safely.”

“That’s gotta suck,” Tony sighed as he glanced back at the screen. “We’ll have to continue this later, though. The sun is going down. I’d rather not wait and risk missing this opportunity.”

“I have it. You do what you need to do,” Buffy said, gesturing for Tony to move.

Getting out of the chair, Tony made a final adjustment to slow right down. They weren’t going to have much time for this. It would be dangerous too on moving vehicles. But without a team, it was this, or the evos.

“Alright-mmmph,” Tony huffed as Buffy kissed him.

She kept it up for several moments before breaking away with a slight scowl. “Don’t fuck this up, Tony.”

He smirked. “Just keep us slow enough that I can catch up, okay?”

“Okay,” she nodded. “You get going. I’ll grab some weapons and be ready to take control when you disconnect us.”

Tony nodded and picked up his rifle once more. Slinging it over his shoulder, he was out the door, and past the blood stain left behind from one of the many bandits. He reached the back and climbed down, using the coupler to make it across to the locomotive once more. He’d had the locomotive running at idle since he came back. The momentum of it would keep them going for some time yet, so Tony had to be quick.

The chains had been removed earlier. They were just to keep anyone from doing exactly what Tony was doing right now. The mechanism for the decoupler was simple enough. The air lines weren’t connected on this side, so all Tony had to do was hold on and reach for the pin lifting lever on the side. It creaked like it needed some grease, but shifted.

A few moments later, the coupler folded back as the two locomotives began to separate and Tony released the lever once more. He climbed up onto the locomotive and made his way into the driver’s compartment. There, with everything still running, Tony applied the brakes as the switch approached from the distance. Now he just needed to decouple the cars.

Hurrying to the back door, Tony would have preferred to do this while stationary. But that would only invite danger as the evos stumbled about. The problem was that the coupler would stay attached until the locomotive moved away. And with it braking, that wasn’t going to happen. What he needed was a way to keep the pin lifting lever raised until he was ready for it.

Which turned out to be a simple thing to do. The folding crane arm was plenty long enough. Powered by the train, Tony found the controls. Simple ones, with small levers built into the back on a small panel. By extending the boom and swinging the arm around to the front, Tony was able to dangle the cable down to the switch. It took a little trial and error, but bit by bit, he was able to fit the hook over the pin lifting lever and then lift it up with the crane, only to hold it in position.

Now, the moment the locomotive accelerated away, it would decouple, leaving the cars behind. Which left the final step. Tony made his way back to the decoupler. Old trains from the early twenty-first century used something called an angle cock to act as a valve to control air lines down the train. Those air lines, while pressurized, would keep emergency brakes open. The trains of the current age used springs and electromagnets.

By climbing back aboard the locomotive, Tony reached down to the cable. And by grasping the lever on the top, he gave it a firm tug. The cable disconnected, and the screech of brakes being applied made Tony wince. The flat car, crew car and boxcar dropped back as the locomotive continued rolling along. They would halt shortly and be in the perfect position to reconnect later. Once Tony removed this time bomb of a locomotive, of course.

With the locomotive now rolling along on its own, Tony climbed back into the cab and closed the door. It wasn’t going to take long from here. He checked his weapons, ready for when he’d have to dismount. Up ahead, Tony could make out the switch and could see his locomotive ahead, already slowing to stop shortly beyond it. So, he applied the brakes to this one as well and made his way out the side door.

It would have been nice to keep the second locomotive. But he wasn’t about to risk an explosion. The bandits really fucked that up for anyone else who might come around. But it was a solid way to keep people in line. You weren’t likely to start a slave revolt if you knew you’d die without a password.

“Welp…” Tony muttered to himself.

He watched as Buffy drove past the switch and made his way out the side door. The locomotive was going to come to a stop shortly. Not wanting to waste time, Tony threw his leg over the railing and began to climb down. There weren’t any evos in the immediate area, so he moved quickly and dropped to the ground as the sound of squeaking brakes filled the air. He could see the cars had stopped well back out of the way. Which was good. If a swarm decided to show up, they’d have a bit of space to run.

Right now, though, Tony had work to do. He unslung his rifle, giving it a quick check to make sure it was ready to fire. That done, he started to move. To his relief, there were no nearby evos on this side of the tracks. He stayed wide of the locomotive in case one snuck around the front, but found nothing between him and the switch. Which likely wouldn’t change once they began to move in.

Tony didn’t let his mind wander as he reached the switch. It was in the open. Which was preferable. He’d have done it even in a busy, evo-infested intersection if he had to. Being able to see them coming was a nicer way of handling things. Almost as nice as how easy the switch was to change over. That gave Tony a moment of doubt as he realized that likely meant he was sending the locomotive down a regularly used track. Only to ignore that doubt when he remembered it was mostly bandits out here.

With a yank and a metallic thunk, the rails switched and Tony turned to hurry back to the locomotive. The crack of a gunshot made him glance back, and Tony could see two figures on the back of his own train. One of which was Buffy, with her long blonde hair. The one beside her must have been Naomi, but Tony couldn’t make out much at this distance. Especially with the setting sun.

Unfortunately for Tony, the reason they were shooting was because the evos hadn’t been idle. From the moment he stepped out of the train, they were coming, and now they were close enough for him to pay attention. Raising his rifle, Tony took his first shot. A grizzled evo that was once an elderly man. The evo collapsed as the round tore through the back of his head, and struck another in the chest that was further back. That did little more than make the second evo stumble, but its angry screech that echoed out was far quieter than normal.

“Can’t scream so good with a hole in your lung,” Tony smirked and shot that one in the head, too.

With those two down, Tony reached the locomotive and climbed up. Not bothering with trying to find the ladder, he jumped over the railing and hurried inside. There, he made his way into the cab and pushed the throttle forward. Not to full power, but enough that it would pick up some speed once it got around the bend and continued off on its own.

With the locomotive moving along once again, Tony made his way outside. From his vantage point, he could see all the evos coming. Hundreds of them, in all directions. They’d take a while, but sooner than one would expect if you screwed around. Tony watched the ground moving along beneath the train and realized it was going to be dangerous to stay on much longer. With the locomotive continuing to accelerate, Tony once again swung his leg over the railing and climbed down.

He jumped the last foot and landed with a stagger. It took him a moment to regain his balance before jogging alongside the locomotive towards the switch. It pulled ahead, and Tony watched as the lumbering machine hit the switch. There was the metallic clunking of the wheels shifting rails before it peeled away on its own. It didn’t matter how well it did, so long as it got off the main line.

Up ahead, Tony saw Buffy moving along the walkway to go back inside. Which was just as well. Tony reached the switch and checked to see the locomotive fully make it onto the new line that would carry it away from them. With the way clear, he pulled on the lever in the opposite direction, switching the line back to the main one as the locomotive ahead began rolling back. Tony looked around, seeing more evos coming. Rather than head back on his own, he ran for Buffy.

Naomi was still in position. She held a rifle. Balancing it on the railing, she took steady shots where she could, thinning the closest evos as she kept an eye on things. When Tony got closer, he could make her out better. Light brown hair, cut short, making it obvious the matting was worse than Tony thought. Her skin was pale, like she’d been inside for a while and she gave Tony a small smile. There was a hint of fear behind it, like she expected him to do or say something unpleasant. Which was likely what she’d lived with since she had left Buffy’s train.

Ignoring her for now, Tony jumped on the ladder and climbed up. He didn’t fully board the train, just sitting on the edge, where he kept an eye on the evos as they backed up towards the cars. They trundled over the switch without a worry and Tony frowned when he realized that Buffy wasn’t slowing.

“Go tell her to brake!” Tony called out to Naomi.

“What?” the short-haired woman frowned.

“Brake!” Tony yelled. “We need to stop!”

Naomi looked back, as if taking notice of the cars for the first time. All at once, she understood his meaning and ran for the door to the driver’s compartment. Tony felt the locomotive lurch beneath them. It was going to be close, but likely a hard shunt. There was nothing for it.

Slipping off the top of the ladder, Tony dropped to the ground. He landed hard, but this time, he didn’t stumble. Breaking into a sprint, he kept pace with the locomotive for a few moments before it began to slow, letting Tony outpace it. He puffed hard, using the butt of his rifle to knock an evo sideways without slowing. He sprinted away from the train and put some distance between them.

With only moments to spare, Tony skidded to a halt beside the front of the flatcar. The crane was still in position. Its hook wrapped under the lever. Tony grabbed the hook and tried to pull it free, only to grimace when it was too tight to do it one handed. Dropping his rifle, Tony gripped the cable and pulled hard. There was a certain amount of flex in the mechanism, and the hook shifted, moving along the lever, without coming entirely free.

“C’mon, fucker!” Tony snarled as he pulled once more.

“SKRREE!”

“YOU CAN FUCKING WAIT!” Tony snarled.

Throwing his boot up on the lever, Tony let gravity do the work and pulled back, bracing with his legs. The boom flexed, and the hook slipped free, right as Tony lost his grip. He fell back, landing in the gravel. Tony grit his teeth as the locomotive slammed into the flatcar far harder than was safe or practical. The three cars combined slid back several feet, making a horrible noise.

Naomi, who had come outside, was slumped over the railing, still clutching her rifle. When the trains stopped, she jerked upright and raised her rifle. Tony froze as she held him at gunpoint before Buffy stepped out behind her.

BANG!

Tony flinched, but the bullet wasn’t for him. He heard the smack of the round and looked up. Which, from his perspective, was behind him. Where the evo he’d told to wait was now falling back with part of its head missing.

“GET UP!” Buffy yelled as she took a shot of her own. “We need to go!”

Tony nodded and climbed to his feet. He just needed to connect the power cable so the brakes would release and then⁠—

KRACKABOOOOM!

Everyone dropped to the ground in shock as the massive explosion sent a plume of smoke and debris into the sky. Right in the direction the other locomotive had been travelling not more than a few minutes ago.


CHAPTER 15


“Whatcha got going on there?” Tony asked.

And immediately regretted his decision as Naomi jerked violently in her seat. The screwdriver she was holding flew across the room as she ducked her head.

“I’M SORRY!”

Tony froze and watched as she trembled. In front of her were a collection of small electrical components, as well as a few basic tools. Before Tony could figure out what to do next, Buffy appeared. She swept out of the kitchen, giving Tony a small smile. The blonde injected herself into the space between Tony and the table, pulling the quivering young woman into her arms.

“Hey now, it’s safe,” Buffy crooned.

Naomi broke down. She pushed her face into Buffy’s shirt, and Tony watched her shoulders bounce with quiet sobs. It had only been a day. Over on her bed, Willa watched on with a complicated expression. She met Tony’s eyes for a moment and nodded towards the door.

He nodded in agreement and slipped out into the driver’s compartment. To Tony’s surprise, Willa shuffled her way out. Giving him a small smile.

“You’re not as big of an asshole as I thought you’d be,” she murmured softly.

“Thanks.” Tony said, smirked and then quirked his eyebrow. “I think?”

“You’re welcome,” Willa shrugged, before leaning on the wall. “Honestly though, I’m grateful.”

Tony gave a small shrug before looking back at the screen. “You’re welcome, I guess.”

She smirked. “So what happens next?”

“Next?” Tony frowned as he looked up. “Not really sure. We get Buffy home… She’s probably going to take Naomi with her. I guess it mostly depends on you?”

“Me?”

Tony nodded. “I’m putting all this effort into getting Buffy home. Least I can do is offer you a chance to join another train if you wanted.”

“You’re serious?” she asked.

“Yeah,” Tony shrugged. “Why wouldn’t I be? I’m not about to give this up. Not now, and definitely not after knowing who built it. I figure trading would be a decent way to get by. Maybe explore some of the tracks the life trains don’t visit. Spend the summer in the north, and the winter in the south.”

Willa sighed wistfully. “Sounds nice.”

“Sounds like the ramblings of an idiot, you mean,” Tony smirked. “Most likely, I’ll end up dealing with assholes, evos, and whatever else might want to kill me.”

Willa laughed softly and let out a long sigh. “I’m in.”

Tony frowned. “In?”

“Yeah,” Willa nodded. “Look, I already explained what it was like back home. I don’t think I’d get along in the kind of place that would spit out people like Buffy and Naomi.”

“They’re not⁠—”

“Not like that.” She rolled her eyes. “Look. They’re nice. Hot even. But between you and me, Buffy’s a fucking princess.”

Tony thought about the nights they’d shared, and her willingness to shoot evos. But… for the greater part, yeah… Buffy certainly liked her comforts and was used to getting her way.

“I just mean… Sooner or later, I was going to end up with my legs folded behind my head while I pump out a few kids to keep the population up. And I get the feeling that’s not really your style.”

“Not particularly,” Tony muttered.

“Right.” Willa nodded. “So, after we drop the kids back home and my ass heals up properly. What do you say?”

“You want to stay?”

Willa rolled her eyes. “And the sex.”

“Wait, are you trying to bargain sex to stay, or⁠—”

“No, I’m bargaining that I’m handy with a rifle, not afraid of hard work, and if you’re going to be trading, I’m betting me being here will be pretty handy,” she listed.

“And the sex?” Tony prodded.

“Do you see any other men here?” Willa gave Tony a pointed look.

“Just like that?”

“Considering what I’ve heard coming from your bedroom most nights. I gotta admit, I’m a little offended.”

“That’s…” Tony rolled his eyes. “Alright fine. Fuck it. Yes, I’d love a hand, and yes, when you’re feeling better, I wouldn’t mind having sex with you.”

“Way to make a girl feel special.”

Tony shot her a look, and Willa’s expression broke as she let out a soft laugh. “Alright. We got a deal. At least for now.”

“At least for now?”

Willa shrugged. “For all I know, you wanna do weird shit in bed, and if I’m not into it, I’m out.”

Tony tilted his head. “Alright⁠—”

“Ex girlfriend a few years back. Really into feet. I’m not yucking her yum, but when she went from trying to grind on my toes, to having me grind on hers, I noped the fuck out of there,” Willa said, clearly recalling the moment with some distaste.

“Well—”

“Honestly, though, I’m pretty game. Might even be safer to put it in my ass. I’m not ready to be a mother.”

Tony blinked slowly before frowning. “Wait, ex girlfr⁠—”

“She’s okay,” Buffy said, stepping into the driver’s compartment, before realizing she’d interrupted something. “Sorry. Should I go?”

“Nah, you’re fine,” Willa shrugged. “Just figuring out my next steps once we get you home.”

“Oh.” Buffy frowned slightly. “Right, yeah… That would be something to talk about, wouldn’t it?”

“We’ve got a plan,” Tony nodded. “How about you?”

“You know my plan,” she shot back.

Tony frowned, and Buffy let out a long sigh.

“Look—”

“I get it,” Tony whispered. “Really.”

“I didn’t jump in your bed just to take advantage of you,” Buffy said.

Tony frowned before shaking his head. “No, I never thought that.”

Buffy stared at him for a moment before nodding slowly. “Good. I…”

“I’m going to go,” Willa spoke up. “Anyway. We can discuss things later. The plan is the plan. I’m good.”

She limped slowly out of the driver’s compartment and likely back to bed. She’d spent most of her time laying on her front, propped up with her shoulder raised for comfort. It also kept her injured hand out of sight most of the time. Something that made her obviously uncomfortable at times.

“Look,” Buffy said, as Willa vanished.

“No,” Tony shook his head. “It’s fine. Really. You’ve got a life to live. I enjoyed our time together. Things started pretty shit, and then there were a bunch of questions, and now you’re nearly home. I get it.”

Buffy chewed her lip slowly. “No, you don’t.”

Tony rolled his eyes. “No point being cryptic if you’re going to keep hiding your little science project.”

“It’s a potential cure.”

Tony nodded. Then froze as the words sank in. “What?”

Buffy reached over and closed the door behind her, cutting them off from the others. “Willa doesn’t need to hear this, and Naomi knows, but she might not approve of me talking about it.”

“A cure?”

“Potential cure,” Buffy corrected. “We found the lab, where Evolution two point oh was designed. I had reason to suspect there were long-term storage silos built in. Ones that were still operational, and I found it. Inside were original and test strains of the virus used. My backpack is basically a thermal insulated jug of liquid nitrogen to preserve the samples until I can get them home.”

“Fuck.”

Buffy nodded. “That’s what I have. That’s why I’ve been so secretive about it. And that’s why I’ve been so hellbent about getting home again. I can fix this. All of it.”

“Can you save them?” Tony asked. “The… the ones already gone?”

“No,” Buffy shook her head. “I could cure the virus. Disable it entirely, but… their bodies would still be corpses. They would die. A true death and those of us left alive would be able to inherit the earth once more.”

Tony slumped back in the driver’s seat. “Wow.”

“I’ll make sure you’re mentioned in the notes,” Buffy smiled softly. “Wouldn’t want your ego to go unstroked.”

“Bitch,” Tony snorted as he glanced at the screen. “Speaking of.”

Buffy moved over and stood beside him. Up ahead, was the ruins of a large, once bustling city.

“Well, then…”

Tony nodded. “I guess this is it. We’ll be there real soon.”

“Hopefully Naomi’s nearly done then,” Buffy said.

“I saw that before I scared the shit out of her,” Tony mumbled.

Buffy patted his arm. “It’s not your fault. She… she knows, logically, that you’re not going to hurt her.”

“I can only imagine.” Tony shook his head. “I get it. I scared her. I just was curious what she was doing?”

“She’s making a microphone.”

“A… for the radio,” Tony came to the realization.

“Exactly,” Buffy nodded. “Because I don’t like our luck trying to hook up to the back of my home train without explanation first.”

“Probably a good way to get shot,” Tony agreed. “Wish we could speed it up a little, though.”

“Temperature not holding?” Buffy asked.

“No. Lost too much water on the vent. What we gained in the rain, we lost again. Now with the extra cars…” Tony sighed. “It’ll be nice to get back on the main line and fill up properly.”

Buffy nodded. “Well, we’re still faster than the life trains, at least.”

“That we are,” Tony agreed. “I just hope we haven’t lost too much time with all of this.”

Buffy nodded. “So. We good?”

“You’re the savior of humanity. I’d be a bit of an ass to push for you to stick around instead of saving the world.”

There was a moment of silence. Before she nodded slowly. “This isn’t easy for me, either, Tony.”

“Says the one leaving.” Tony muttered, sighed and looked back at the screen.

Buffy let out a long sigh. “Nope.”

“What do you mean, nope?” Tony glanced over as Buffy grabbed his arm.

“I said nope,” she gave him a tug. “Get up.”

“Why?”

“Because while I’m hoping you stick around for a few days, on the off chance you decide to be an asshole and rush off again. I’d like to have a pleasant send off. Even if it’s just a quick hate fuck in the shower,” she insisted, giving his arm a pull.

“Hate fuck?” Tony questioned as he got up.

“That’s the part where you put all your thoughts, all your frustrations, your anger and you ball them up deep inside.” Her smile grew wider, “And then fuck them into me like I’m a piece of meat.” She nodded rapidly, pulling Tony toward the door, before pausing at the code.

“It’s—”

“Don’t remind me,” she said and shook her head. “This is your place now.”

Tony stared at her for a moment before accepting what she had to say. He reached past her, and Buffy turned her head not to look as Tony punched in the code. The door unlocked, and Buffy once again took the lead. Their movements attracted attention. Willa gave them both a smirk as they hurried past, while Naomi grew worried. Only to relax, as Buffy gave her a quick wave.

Tony followed along behind Buffy until they reached the bathroom door. The moment she opened it, Tony pushed her inside and closed it up behind them.

“Tony—”

He silenced her with a kiss. She moaned and then giggled as Tony took hold of her ass. The firm globes of muscle twitched beneath his fingers as he turned and shoved her up against the wall.

“That’s it,” she crooned when Tony broke the kiss.

He ignored her words as he took hold of her shirt. Buffy helpfully raised her arms as Tony pulled it up and over her shoulders. She wasn’t wearing a bra and her smirk made it obvious she had planned this. Not that Tony was having any complaints as he ripped his own shirt off. Buffy reached up to touch his chest, but he pushed her arms aside, pressing himself into her once more. Buffy grunted as she was squashed against the wall, but smiled as he looked her in the eye.

“I’m okay,” she said soothingly. “Keep going.”

Tony nodded and grabbed the front of her pants. Buffy trembled in excitement and a little fear. She was truthful when she said she was okay. But the roughness of Tony’s hands on her wasn’t their norm. She hadn’t felt this spike of adrenalin since the first time she ended up in his bed. And that, despite her not being able to see it in the dark, included a gun pointed at her midsection. Right now, she felt helpless before a man who could harm her if he wanted to.

And she trusted him implicitly not to, even as he roughly shoved her jeans down, yanking her panties down with them.

Tony wasted no time. Lifting one of Buffy’s legs, he forced her to stand on one leg, with the other draped over his shoulder. Despite her eagerness for his rough handling, he wasn’t a complete monster. Then again, he might not have needed to go this far, as his tongue dipped into her flesh. There was already a drip of liquid seeping from her perfectly hairless pussy. Lapping it up, he pushed his tongue between her labia, seeking the source. When Buffy’s hands met the back of his head, he took hold of her wrists. Then pulled her arms back and folded her hands behind her ass and kept them there. With his free hand, he slid one finger, and then two, into her pussy. He curled his fingers towards her g-spot as he ran his tongue over her clit.

“Not much of a hate fuck if you’re going to make me cum like this,” Buffy panted.

Tony pulled his mouth off her clit and slowly withdrew his fingers. Despite her attitude, she still pouted slightly when he stood. But only for a moment, before Tony grabbed her under the thighs and pulled her off the floor.

“Tony!” Buffy yelped as he shoved her hard against the door once again.

She curled her legs around his hips, and Tony pressed forward as he let her settle into place. Buffy let out a soft whimper as she felt his cock stretching her open. Tony just stared at her, sliding her down his shaft until she was hilted to the base before him.

With the hand still covered in her juices, Tony reached up and lightly took hold of her chin. He forced her to stare directly at him, where she met his gaze with a slight tremble.

“Whatever this is,” Tony whispered as he shifted back and forth, driving his cock slowly, but deeply, inside her. “Wherever we go,” he said, increasing his pace, before driving himself fully inside her once more. “I don’t hate you.”

“Tony,” she whimpered. “I⁠—”

“Am not being a good girl,” Tony growled and moved his hand from her chin to her breast, where he firmly pinched her nipple. “I much prefer when you’re my good girl.”

“Good girls get to cum,” she parroted softly.

“And what would happen if I hate fucked a good girl?” Tony asked, rolling her nipple between his thumb and forefinger. Which had the added bonus of making her pussy squeeze around him as he did so.

“Ummm,” Buffy whined as she struggled for an answer.

“It’s a trick question,” Tony said, releasing her nipple. “Only bad girls get hate fucked. And bad girls don’t get to cum, which makes the whole process a little murky, if that’s what you’re asking for,” Tony continued.

Tony pulled her nipple back, making her whimper softly as her pussy fluttered around his length. When her nipple slipped free, Buffy made a soft yelp, but seemed, if anything, to have enjoyed the treatment. Tony, with that in mind, took hold of her ass and steadied her against the door as he pulled his cock most of the way free, before roughly shoving himself back in.

“Oh,” Buffy gasped.

“You had the right idea of it,” Tony grinned as he firmly fucked her against the wall, with long, deep strokes. “If this is the last time, I get to fuck this pussy. I’m going to take my time and enjoy it.”

“Gnnnn!” Buffy clenched her teeth.

Tony felt the fluttery squeezes around his shaft and let out a soft chuckle. “Didn’t realize you were so close already.”

Her legs jerked, and Tony held her firmly against the wall. The whole time Buffy was cumming, he continued firmly fucking her. She gasped, whimpered and let out quiet moans. Tony never stopped, and she made no signs she wanted him to. Each squeeze of her pussy was met with the stroke of Tony’s cock, stretching her out before pulling free, leaving her feeling empty for a moment.

“We should move this to the shower, so you don’t make a mess on the floor,” Tony whispered before prying her free.

He held her firmly in place as he turned on the cold water. Buffy’s shriek echoed in the bathroom, but only for a moment as she scrambled out of his arms and glared from across the cubicle where she wasn’t under the full spray.

“Buffy?!” Naomi called through the door.

“I’m fine!” Buffy called back, still glaring at Tony, who was now adjusting the temperature. “Someone pulled a prank on me!”

“You’re okay?”

“I’m okay,” Buffy confirmed. “I promise.”

They waited for a moment. Assuming that Naomi had gone back to finish what she started. Only for Buffy to narrow her eyes, as Tony smirked at her.

“You’re a fucking asshole,” she hissed as the water began to warm.

“I mean… I wouldn’t say no to fucking your asshole,” Tony shrugged.

Buffy rolled her eyes. “Finally meet a guy I might have considered it for, and he does dumb shit like spray me with cold water, mid-sex.”

Tony shrugged. “If it helps. I’m not mad anymore.”

She glared at him for a few moments before shaking her head. “Fine. Because where we left off. I was being a good girl, and you said that good girls get to cum.”

Rather than move into the position she was in earlier, Buffy turned around and leaned her hands on the wall. That put her back under the stream of warm water, where it cascaded down her spine. Before pushing her ass out towards Tony in invitation.

He stepped in without a moment of hesitation. Tony was still rock hard and ready. He flexed his knees, slipping his cock between her legs. Buffy felt his shaft sliding along her crotch and reached down with one hand to steer him. Tony pulled back, feeling her fingers pushing him into position, and on his forward stroke, sank deep into her pussy once more.

“I don’t hate you Buffy,” Tony told her as he gripped her by the hips. “You’re a cold, stuck up fucking bitch who looks down your nose at everyone. And without you, I’d be stuck back on my worthless train, in an empty fucking room, hating every minute of it.”

“And you’re a fucking asshole, jarhead, horse cocked, idiot who needs to remember he’s ball’s deep inside a wet cunt,” Buffy shot back. “Reminisce on saving my life later. Right now, I want to cum.”

Tony laughed softly and adjusted his stance as he fucked her firmly from behind. The angle was different here. But her legs were closed, squeezing her pussy around him with each thrust. It lost some intimacy and made up for it with raw passion as his cock slammed into her g-spot with each thrust. Buffy’s head rocked back as she fell against the wall. Tony followed her in, holding her up as he fucked her from behind. Buffy let out a cry, and Tony covered her mouth so Naomi wouldn’t come knocking once again.

Her pussy squeezed and throbbed. Her back arched and Tony kept fucking. He felt his cum boiling and knew just where he wanted to put it. Buffy held nothing back, either. She moaned into his hand, and was alternating between rubbing her clit and massaging Tony’s balls. She slammed from one orgasm to the next, until finally, Tony let out a snarl.

Buffy yelped as Tony roughly yanked her backwards, pinning her against his chest. Tony felt the woman in his arms. The beautiful, frustrating and addicting creature who was spasming around his cock. Instinct overtook him, and Tony crushed her to him. Her body jerked and spasmed as his cock pulsed inside her. Ropes of his seed splattered her insides and without a second thought, he clamped his teeth into the side of Buffy’s neck.

She screamed then. Tony barely heard it. He could just hear the blood rushing in his ears as he felt a deep sense of relief. Right before the door banged open behind him.

Whirling around, Buffy let out a yelp as she spun along with him. There, Naomi stood, wide eyed and in shock, holding a rifle that she quickly lowered.

“Naomi!” Buffy yelped.

“Uh… I… Uh,” the strange woman trembled.

Without another word, she stepped back. Then closed the door, sealing them inside once more.

“Fuck,” Buffy sighed, before grabbing a towel as she stepped away. “I’m… going to make sure she’s okay. Then…”

“Yeah,” Tony nodded as he slumped in the shower. “Yeah, go do that.”

[image: ]


“Bandits aren’t stupid,” Tony muttered to himself.

On the screen, he could see the switch up ahead. The one, he was certain led back to the main line. It was one like outside the shed where he and Buffy found this locomotive. It only went one way, and even while not switched, it was possible to pass through in this direction without causing a problem. And with the life trains all heading in the same direction, it wouldn’t matter for them either.

There was just one small problem.

“Fuck,” Tony said, spotting it immediately.

He thought over his options. This wasn’t going to be nice, and he wasn’t sure how close it was going to be. Either he pushed now, or he was going to be stuck behind.

“Fuck!” Tony slammed his hand on the rest.

“Tony?” Buffy called from within.

“Get in here now!” Tony called.

There was a clatter of something, and Buffy rushed in, responding to the urgency in his voice. “What… oh.”

“Oh,” Tony nodded. “We’ve got two options. Either I push our speed up. Which will get us hot, but we can deal with that after.”

“Or we get stuck behind… Do we even know who’s train that is?”

“It’s mine,” Tony muttered, recognizing the old painted numbers on the side. “Or… my old one, I guess.”

“Naomi’s not done with the microphone yet,” Buffy sighed. “So we can’t even ask them to slow.”

“I need an answer.” Tony looked Buffy in the eye. “If we push, we’re going to hit the switch faster than strictly safe. But we’re running light. How much longer can you afford to wait on your samples?”

“I don’t know,” she frowned. “They’re okay for now, but… where do you think is the next point we could overtake?”

“On the main line?” Tony frowned. “If we had a working radio, I could probably get permission to pass without being shot at before Washington. After that… Selma?”

“That’ll be days,” Buffy said while rubbing her face. “And there're farms on this stretch, isn’t there?”

“There is a couple this far north, yeah,” Tony nodded. “Be the last of the crops for the season. Honestly, with how bunched up everyone is, it’ll be a shitshow until they make another loop or two.”

“I think we push then,” Buffy nodded. “If we lose the samples, this is all for nothing. If we crash and die, it’s the same thing.”

“We’d probably cause a major incident⁠—”

“Dead either way.” Buffy shook her head. “I know what you’re going to say. We derail, get stuck, and your old train slams into us and likely derails as well. My point, without the cure, we’re all dead, anyway. With the exceptions of… places like where Willa came from. Birth numbers are going down. We’re living longer, but we’re not replacing our numbers fast enough to sustain our populations. I sound like a bitch, I know. But if we crash, everyone’s fucking dead, anyway.”

Tony stared at her for a moment before nodding. “You’re right, you are a bitch. But… you’re also right.”

“Thank you.” Buffy sighed.

Tony reached up to the screen with the control panel and pushed the throttle up. Not by a huge amount. But enough to noticeably push them forward. Things would still be close. Both with the train and the temperature.

He watched on the screen as the two trains approached. The life train was rumbling along. Slow and powerful. Miles and miles of cars, filled with thousands of souls, all slowly careening to this point. Tony reached up to the throttle and pushed it forward a little more. The generator’s temperature was noticeably climbing now.

The sound of wind filled the driver’s cabin. The side door with the cut lock blew open as the wind picked up. In the distance, Tony could hear the sound of a distant train horn. So, he knew they’d been spotted.

“What’s going on?” Willa asked, stumbling into view.

“We’re having a little race,” Tony admitted.

Willa looked at the screen before hobbling over to the door as Naomi appeared. She was wide eyed and looking nervous. A single look from Buffy had her pull back without a word. She didn’t leave, though. Just remained quiet as she looked at the screens, trying to figure out what was happening.

“Fuck, this is going to be close!” Willa called as she looked out the door. Her wide grin told Tony all he needed to know about the woman.

Another horn blew. This one much closer and much longer. Tony looked at the temperature and nudged the throttle forward a little more. Willa let out a cheer and waved her good arm over her head. Tony kept an eye on the screen as the switch was approaching fast.

“Everyone, hold onto something! We’re making a hard right turn!”

He gripped the seats as Willa threw her arm over the railing of the walkway. Buffy gripped the back of his chair, and Naomi scampered over and grabbed ahold as well.

“WE’RE ALL GONNA FUCKING DIE!” Willa laughed hysterically.

Tony watched the switch vanish under the view of the camera and reached back with one hand. He found Buffy’s fingers and grabbed them, right as the train jerked to the right. Everything shifted suddenly and violently. It felt like the train rocked up on one side, and indeed, things in the kitchen went flying as an almighty crash came from further within.

The train horn that was so distant was now blaring as if right in Tony’s ears. Right as the train suddenly righted itself. He felt the vibration through the floor and the seat when each of the cars in tow ripped through the switch point, all the while the horn continued to echo.

“Slow it down!” Buffy yelled.

Tony blinked in shock. They were still moving. There was no crashing. The train was still blowing its horn. Tony shook his head and saw the temperature climbing to a dangerous level. He reached up and throttled everything right back. They would slow over time, to a speed still higher than the life trains would normally hit.

“Fuck,” Tony shook his head. “Crazy.”

“But it worked,” Buffy said, her grin was wide in infectious and she lean around to kiss him.

Tony accepted that kiss. Only for them to pull away as Willa yelped. The crack of a bullet echoed through the air, and Tony let out a snarl.

“Hold on,” he said.

Getting up, Tony moved past Willa and stuck his head out the door. The line had a bend and that had given them a view down the side of the train. Even now, he could see a familiar shooter leaning out of the locomotive behind them.

“Shit,” Tony pulled back as a bullet slammed into the still open, metal door.

“Here,” Buffy called. Tony flinched as she slapped the butt of his rifle into his arms. That was a step too far, but… he didn’t like being shot at. But that also gave him an idea. Tony nodded at Buffy before ducking out once more. The next shot missed by a wide margin as the trains continued trundling along.

Tony jumped over to the flatcar. The shooter was only in sight for a moment as Tony crossed to the crew car. He climbed inside and ran to the end, where he slipped into the boxcar. Ignoring the sticky blood smear still left behind, he rushed to the back and prepared at the door. Throwing it open, he stood in full view, rifle up and aimed at the shooter, who froze at the sight of him.

“TONY?!” Courtney yelped, as she lowered her rifle.

Seeing her do that, Tony did as well.

“IT’S GOOD TO SEE YOU COURTNEY!” Tony yelled back. “SORRY ABOUT THE NEAR MISS!”

“Tony!” she called out. “Come back!”

Tony liked his team. He trusted them pretty well, too. Of all of them, Courtney, probably the most. Not because she was a woman, but because she followed orders and kept her head about her when things got sticky. But Tony also had a job to do, and the angry-looking figures sticking their heads out to investigate the shooting were drowning out whatever it was Courtney was yelling about.

So, with a deep breath and a smile, Tony gave them all a wave. Courtney shook her head and shouted something at him. Tony couldn’t make it out, as the driver and Alfred, who sent Tony out on this hairbrained mission to begin with, both started shouting.

“Good luck, Courtney,” Tony muttered to himself before closing the door.
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Wanting to go into business with his best friend, Evie, Calon never could have expected how his life would turn in an instant.

Rushing into the burning home of a neighbour, the unthinkable happens and our fearless main character dies a hero. Only... He doesn't quite make it to the afterlife.

Thrust back in time, and into an alternate reality of South East Queensland, Australia, Calon finds himself in a world, familiar in only the vaguest sense. Before he can come to grip with his new world, Calon is captured by a host of wolf-riding goblins.

With the help of sheer dumb luck, a borderline sarcastic set of popups and the relatively low IQ of the previously mentioned goblins, our young hero stumbles into the role of the Summoner Class.

And accidentally calls forth someone... Familiar.

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B0FKHPR2X2
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Dapy. Man of the mission. Farmer of the hour. Tamer of... Well, nothing really. At least, nothing a content demon prince, her general, retainers, staff, a wizard and more would comfortably admit. Poor Dapy still isn't quite sure whether or not any of this is real.

With one of the Baron's goons camping in the front yard. Assassin plots, threats of demonic invasion and... a wedding. Can a humble farmer be blamed for thinking it's all a tad far-fetched?

More to the point. Is it worth the effort of caring?

Because from where Dapy is standing amongst the chaos of his new home. The only thing that matters are the friends he's made along the way. If they're real.

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0FG16FD6B
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First there was the man and his truck.

Then an elf.

And finally, a dragon.

When the dust settled, a plot to overthrow the crown came to light and the man responsible was brought to justice.

Except he wasn’t.

With a stolen shotgun on the loose and another attempt to overthrow the crown. Jacob was filled with relief at the knowledge he was being sent off for yet another delivery. Conrou, of the Ysagabar people, needs to be returned to his people. Even dead regicidal orcs deserve proper burial rights.

There’s just one problem.

To get there. Jacob, Ahshala, and old Deucie need to travel across the Elven kingdom to do it.

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0F9L69DZN
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I swore an oath to destroy them.

I failed.

Not only did I fail, I am left flailing before the gods as an oathbreaker. Now, the beings I swore to destroy, are my most treasured. My loved ones. My beloved companions and the future mothers to my children.

If not for those damn tiephlings...

And maybe when I finish with them. I'll take my fight to the very gods themselves.

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0F6NRF33V
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Book formatting at a reasonable price.

The person who formatted this book and all of the Montgomery Quinn books!

“I make your words look pretty.”
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