
Chapter 1

The Barrens - 150 Years After The World Ended

Red dust blew across the empty street, circling around the two figures like a cyclone of dirt 
and dried clay. Onlookers lined Main Street from end to end, all vying for a look at the duel 
about to happen. The two figures stood roughly a hundred feet apart, each saying nothing. One of 
the participants, a mean looking man dressed in black, was known to everyone in town, even 
revered as the best fighter this side of the mountain. But the other figure, a slender woman in 
yellow and a long brown trench coat, was a newcomer to Allentown. 

This newcomer had strolled into town with a name and a grudge. She came for the man in 
black, and would't leave without his head. The man in black had agreed to a duel, seeing the 
woman as beneath him. Less than three hours in town, and the woman in yellow had her duel. 
She hadn't even given her name. Now, with the sun beating down and the clay road swirling 
around them, the man in black and the woman in yellow prepared to face off. The crowd was 
silent. The two combatants looked at each other from under their dusty hats. 

"I don't know what I done to make you so angry, little girl," the man in black said, "But I 
assure you this will be the last time we talk about it. You prepared for that?"

The woman in yellow stared down the man in black. She lifted the brim of her fedora less 
than an inch, as if acknowledging her agreement that this would be their last meeting. Still, she 
said nothing. 

"Suit yourself," the man in black said.
Someone in the crowd dropped a glass, spilling yellow liquid onto the red clay road. Before 

the liquid finished spreading across the clay, the man in black had his sword unsheathed and was 
running for the woman in yellow. She was already running to meet him, having produced her 
weapon a split second before the man in black. The two met in the center of Main Street, their 
swords clanging together with a loud metallic sound that both combatants were familiar with. 
Bright sunlight glinted off of the two swords, but only for a moment. Just as sudden as their 
swords had met, they were pulled apart, only to clang together again down near their shins. 

The two fought hard, trading strikes back and forth, neither giving the other the opportunity 
of drawing first blood. The man in black and the woman in yellow were evenly matched. They 
traded blows for what felt like an eternity to the onlookers, but was in reality less than an minute. 

Sweat ran down into the eyes of the woman in yellow, but she never broke her stride. The 
man in black continued his assault, looking for a way through the woman's attacks. The man in 
black let his mind wonder a second too long, giving the woman in yellow the opening to knock 
off his ten gallon hat. The black hat hit the red clay at his feet. Both combatants stepped back and 
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looked at the hat. The woman in yellow smiled. She readied herself for another attack.

6 Months Earlier...

"We can't do it. It won't work," Kellum Slade pushed his chair aside and walked away from 
the table, knocking over a cup in the process. Mara scooped up the map from the table before any 
liquid found its way onto the parchment. Kellum walked out of the bar and out of sight. 

Mara Nills sat the overturned cup upright and cleaned up the spilled water with the 
handkerchief around her neck. She trusted her companion's plan, she just had trouble reconciling 
the job itself. She brushed a strand of her black hair out of her eyes and stuffed the handkerchief 
into her satchel, along with the map. She looked across the table at her other traveling 
companion, a woman dressed in yellow named Ash. 

"He's right, y'know," Mara said, "It won't work. It can't work."
"It will work," Ash said with confidence, "Trust me."
"You know I do, Ash, it's just that... this time you're asking us to do something so crazy that 

no one else would even consider it."
"That's why it will work," Ash said, "Because they don't expect anyone else to attempt it."
"Are you sure we can't get a lead on your man in black from somewhere else?"
"No. We need a new lead, and this is how we get it. They have intel on him, and we need that 

intel. I'm tired of chasing rumors and hearsay."
"So how are you going to get him back on board?" Mara pointed in the direction Kellum had 

gone.
"You'll think of something," Ash said. She waved her hand in the air and a waitress arrived at 

their table with another glass of water. 
"You still have to pay for the water, even if you spill it," the waitress said, "It's hard enough 

to come by without people like you spilling it."
Ash handed the waitress a stack of coins, more than ten times what their bill was. Their 

waitress stuffed the coins in her apron and moved on to the next table. The bar, Trouble's Lover, 
was filled to capacity today, bringing in all sorts of men and women from all over The Barrens. 
The dark and dusty interior made shady dealings easy, and with the hard element that frequented 
Trouble's Lover meant it was usually Authority free as well. Something Ash could do without. 

It didn't take long for Kellum to walk back in. Ash assumed it was the sun beating down like 
a flame to an ant, but it probably had more to do with his stomach than his discomfort outside. 
The man knew that running with Ash afforded him plenty of cash, and moving from place to 
place kept him out of Authority hands. Truth was he had a good thing with these two and he'd be 
a fool to walk away from it. Even it did mean breaking into an Authority base.
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Ash downed her cup of water and got to her feet. Before she could take a step, the table to 
her left emptied and three large men stood in her way. All three men were taller than Ash and all 
muscle. The middle one had green hair, something that caused Ash to grin. The green haired one 
spoke first.

"You're that sword lady that The Authority is looking for," he said, poking a finger into Ash's 
chest, "I'm gonna collect three thousand coins for you two cunts."

Mara and Kellum shook their heads at the green haired man. He moved his attention from 
Ash to Mara.

"What? You got something to say, cunt?"
"You shouldn't have said the 'c' word," Kellum said.
"Yeah? Why?"
Before Kellum or Mara could answer, all three men fell to the floor, their bodies hitting 

seconds before their heads. Blood pooled around them onto the dirt floor. The other patrons of 
Trouble's Lover who were watching the confrontation, all went back to their own business. The 
waitress that had served Ash looked on in horror. Ash ripped a section of the green haired man's 
shirt and wiped the blood from her sword with it. She retrieved another stack of coins from her 
coin purse and dropped them onto the table. Mara and Kellum followed Ash outside into the 
blazing summer sun.
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