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   Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Washington, DC 
 
      
 
    Hank Bellasconi coughed as he stepped off the sidewalk and squinted in the thick acrid smoke that swirled around him like a fog. The burning building behind him sent waves of heat that warmed the back of his exposed neck. The heat was like a living thing, an animal that stalked him. It propelled him forward through the mass of people that filled the streets. 
 
    He was constantly jostled as bodies bumped into him from every direction—some fleeing, some fighting, some screaming—some even celebrating. Absolute anarchy reigned in the nation's capital, and as a federal agent, it was his duty to at least exert some amount of control. But he couldn’t—he wouldn’t. 
 
    Hank coughed again and wiped tears from his face. Realistically, there wasn't anything he could do, and everyone around him knew it. 
 
    A gap in the screaming crowds cleared for a split second, and a man in a business suit staggered forward, his face a red mess of blood. He reached out with groping hands and fell to his knees before collapsing to the ground in front of Hank. Two youths in bloodied, dusty sweatshirts stepped forward, eager to loot the unconscious wretch. 
 
    Since he’d left his office after the power outage, Hank had seen a lot—more than he’d ever hoped to see in his life—in the two hours since he'd been forced to abandon his car as he tried to escape Washington along with almost a million other people. He'd seen muggings, assaults, vandalism, breaking and entering, and even arson. But he drew the line at out-and-out murder. He’d only encountered a handful of police officers—all at the start of the hours-long riot—and as the chaos continued to expand, the presence of authorities diminished at an exponential rate.  
 
    But Hank was a federal agent, sworn to uphold the Constitution, and he'd seen enough. He drew his service weapon and aimed it at the two youths in a practiced, steady grip. "Back off! Federal agent!" he yelled. With his free hand, he flipped back his suit coat to reveal the gleaming FBI badge attached to his belt. 
 
    The two kids hesitated far longer than Hank would've liked, but eventually they turned and fled back into the anonymity of the writhing masses working their way north and west of downtown. 
 
    Hank turned in a slow circle to make sure the coast was clear, then knelt to check for a pulse on the man's neck, keeping his weapon ready. He lowered his head and muttered a curse—the two kids had killed the guy. 
 
    Hank looked around, confused and disoriented in the mass of rioters and evacuees. The city he loved had been so orderly, so structured, so…normal just a day earlier. The western dust storms that had crippled the electrical grid had been cause for alarm and worry to be sure, but it'd only been when the power failed in Washington that things had gone downhill. Fast.  
 
    He wiped soot and dirt from his face as he stood. He still couldn't believe things had fallen apart so quickly—it'd only been…  
 
    Hank glanced down and wiped grime from his watch. Had it really only been 18 hours since the power had gone out? He looked up in disbelief and exhaustion.  
 
    Somewhere nearby, a woman screamed—a bloodcurdling cry across the street beyond a burning police car. Several gunshots popped in the distance, and the crowd around him picked up its pace, everyone ducking and running for cover. 
 
    Hank was no different. Caught up in the tide of humanity surging away from the city’s center, he pulled himself around the corner of a squat office building. He glanced up and looked at the unfamiliar skyline, shrouded in dark black smoke.  
 
    I’m lost. 
 
    A man in a business suit, with his tie singed, ripped, and hanging loose from his neck, staggered into the alley and glanced at Hank. He sighed, removed his filthy glasses, and revealed twin circular spots of clear skin around his eyes. He used his singed tie to smear soot around the lenses of his glasses. "I've never seen anything like this…"  
 
    Hank caught his breath for a moment, then peeked around the corner. "I don't think anyone has." 
 
    A gunshot directly across the street made the man with the glasses flinch, and he dropped the delicate lenses to the ground. Cursing, he bent down and retrieved them, then groaned as he inspected one cracked lens. "Figures…" 
 
    "Where were you headed?" Hank asked in a hoarse voice. 
 
    “Anywhere but here.” 
 
    "You have any food or water?" Hank asked, his throat suddenly tight with thirst. 
 
    The man shook his head. "Haven't had anything to eat or drink since…yesterday?" He squinted into the chaos consuming the streets. "At this point, I'm more worried about getting out of here alive than finding a meal." 
 
    Hank ran a filthy hand through his hair as he watched the clogged streets. "You and me both." He watched the businessman dig around in his pockets. 
 
    "Hey,” the man said, “you don't happen to have a cell phone, do you? I lost mine somewhere…in that," he said with a tired gesture toward the chaos. 
 
    "Yeah…” Hank said as he pulled out his battered, government issue cell phone. Under normal circumstances, he wasn't supposed to let anyone use the encrypted phone, but he hardly considered anything normal anymore.  
 
    “Hang on.” He tapped the screen and blinked at the half dozen messages cluttering the small, cracked screen. He hadn't even noticed they'd come in, nor did he recognize the number. He frowned. Very few people had the direct number to his work phone. Other than the agents directly under his supervision, only Jerry, the deputy director of the FBI, and the office switchboard had his number. 
 
    The man across the alley smiled and reached out a hand, but Hank raised a finger as he put the phone to his ear. "Hang on, I gotta check these messages first." 
 
    "Come on, man," the other man said with a sigh, but resigned himself to wait. 
 
    Hank turned away from his fellow refugee and peered into the swirling anarchy in the street. Two men jogged by carrying a large TV screen that had been shot twice. Hank stared in amazement—he could see fires on the other side of the street through the two holes in the middle of the cracked screen. They hadn't even noticed the TV was ruined in their haste to steal whatever wasn't tied down. More gunshots cracked in the distance as the phone connected and played the first of the voicemails. 
 
    "Supervisory Agent in Charge Henry Bellasconi, my name is Gregg Atkins—I’m calling from the Secret Service. Please return my call as soon as possible." 
 
    Hank looked at the phone. "Secret Service…that doesn't make any sense," he muttered to himself. 
 
    "It's out of service?" the man across the alley said. "Great, just great…" he cried as he threw his hands in the air. "What's next, a meteor? An alien invasion?" 
 
    Hank ignored the man as he ranted about his misfortune and focused on the next several voice messages. They all sounded like the first, though he detected the tension rising in the speaker's voice with each subsequent message. He couldn't for the life of him figure out why the Secret Service was so desperate to get hold of him. He was just a supervisory agent—a middle manager among an agency full of middle-management. 
 
    It wasn't until he listened to the fifth message that Hank began to understand the gravity of the situation. "SAC Bellasconi, this is Gregg Atkins again from the Secret Service. If you hear this message, I'm sending a retrieval team to find you. As soon as you get this, I need you to call this number back. Certain developments warrant bringing you to a safe location." 
 
    His pulse quickening, Hank listened to the sixth and final message. The timestamp had been just moments earlier, when he’d tried to save the man from the two hoodlums. “SAC Bellasconi, this is my last attempt at contacting you. Cell networks are starting to fail all across the city. If you get this message, I need you to get to this location. COG is in effect—I repeat, the President has authorized the COG protocol, and you are now considered a VIP. If you…"  
 
    Hank looked down at the phone. The rest of the message dissolved in the static. He blinked. A VIP? He looked up at the smoke swirling across the late afternoon sky. The bottom of the clouds began to glow orange as the sun set and the fires consuming Washington illuminated the sky from below. Things had gotten much worse than he’d originally feared.  
 
    If COG—official Continuity of Government protocol—had been placed in effect, then the top levels of government were running scared. And if a mid-level supervisory agent in charge was classified as a VIP and given extraction orders, then… 
 
    "Jerry…" Hank whispered, his voice lost in the maelstrom of sound roaring down the alley. Something catastrophic had happened. Adam Ghest, the FBI director himself, was probably missing, and Jerry, as Deputy Director, must have vanished as well.  
 
    Hank leaned around the corner and peered into the glaring lights of dozens of car fires and buildings illuminated by orange flames further down the street. Shadowed faces, full of wide, frightened eyes and open mouths gasping for air shuffled past as people continued to move, as fast as possible, away from the conflagration. In the distance, as the smoke parted momentarily, Hank caught a brief glimpse of the Capitol’s dome, soot-gray and rising through the smoke like a mirage. 
 
    "Hey bud, can I borrow the phone now?" 
 
    Hank glanced down at his filthy watch again. He didn't have much time. The extraction teams wouldn't wait on-site long. He ignored the further request of the man across the alley and pulled up the maps app on his phone to get a GPS fix. It took far longer than normal, but eventually, the phone found his location.  
 
    Hank looked up at the sky, wondering how many satellites were still operable—or if the power failures across the country had any effect at all on orbiting platforms. For a brief second, he wondered about the astronauts on the international space station, then brought himself back down to earth and stared at the screen. He sighed. The location the Secret Service agent had instructed him to reach was only three blocks away. 
 
    He gripped the phone tight. "I can do this…" 
 
    "Fine, you don't want to share the phone,” the man across the alley said, “forget it—I'll figure this out on my own." He shoved past Hank and was immediately caught up in the press of bodies in the street. 
 
    After a moment to catch his breath, secure his phone and his weapon, Hank hunched his shoulders like a running back, and pushed his way into the crowd as well. 
 
    It took far longer than he’d thought to force his way across the flow of evacuees in the street, but eventually he crossed the road and found a stretch of open air down the side of one long federal building. Jogging down the street in business loafers didn't do any good for his aging knees, but Hank covered the distance in record time. He smirked as he reached the far corner, out of breath and with shin splints tracing fire down his lower legs. His fitness evaluator would've been shocked to see how fast he’d covered a city block, based on the results of his previous annual exam. 
 
    Hank took one step beyond the corner of the building, then jumped back when a bullet hit the sign over his head, making the metal ring. Several people laughed down the street, and a burning tire rolled through the intersection. Hank watched in amazement as the flaming rubber wheel cleared the intersection and rolled right up to the side of a building opposite his position. 
 
    He turned at the urgent sound of dozens of people running in his direction. He tried to warn them of the shooter, but they surged past him, ignoring his pleas. Dozens of people, some still wearing work uniforms, others in suits, and some wearing what looked like pajamas, pushed past him. Several gunshots rang out, and the screaming began as the bodies fell to the ground.  
 
    Hank didn't have time to take in the full horror of the situation. He ducked and ran across the street in the middle of the group. The woman next to him cried out in pain and fell to the ground, clutching her leg. Hank's instinct was to stop and help, but the man behind him put hands on his back and shoved him forward.  
 
    "Don't stop! You’ll get us all killed." 
 
    "Sondra! Wait, I'm coming to you!" a man shouted on his left. 
 
    "Get out of the way! They're shooting!" someone else cried. 
 
    Over it all, gunshots continued to ring out, and people continued to scream and fall. 
 
    Hank felt something wet splash against the side of his face and tripped over a body in the street. He fell painfully to his knees and someone crashed into him from behind. They fell over Hank’s shoulders and threatened to drive him to the ground. Straining under the effort, he stood and threw the person off, then ran the final ten feet across the road and slipped behind the safety of yet another gray office building. Chips of concrete flew through the air as the unknown assailant took one final shot at him and hit the corner of the building. 
 
    Hank put his head down, pumped his arms and legs, and ran for his life. He bottled up all the emotions inside him, all the fear and all the anger. He used that as fuel and pushed the concern for injured people aside. As he ran, his rational mind justified fleeing an active crime scene, while all his training and moral fiber urged him to seek justice and put the shooter down. He was one man against the chaos of millions. 
 
    If the Secret Service was trying to extract him to a safe location, and COG had been put into effect, and the President was directing things—or whoever had assumed command of the White House—then an order from the chief executive overruled every other directive that guided Hank as a supervisory agent of the FBI. 
 
    He had to reach the rendezvous location. 
 
    Hank ran, slamming into people who got in his way, dodging flaming cars, and jumped over trash and bodies in the road until he rounded a final corner and found a clear space in the middle of an intersection. Three black, up-armored Suburbans formed a triangle in the center of the clear space.  
 
    Secret Service agents in gray on black tactical gear stood on the running boards inside the ring of bulletproof glass and steel. Rifles stretched across the roof of each suburban and posed more than enough of a threat to keep most people away.  
 
    Hank leaned against the corner of the building, gasping for breath and fighting to see through the spots in his vision. He tried to call out, but his voice was all but silent. He had nothing left in his gas tank. His heart thudded in his chest, and as he staggered out into the intersection, he worried he might have a heart attack before he crossed the last twenty feet. 
 
    One of the men manning the impromptu readout noticed him and swung his rifle around to aim at Hank's chest. Hank pulled his coat aside and unclipped the FBI badge from his belt, then held the golden emblem aloft as a talisman. Almost immediately, a second Secret Service agent vaulted across the hood of the Suburban and ran to him. Hank all but collapsed in the man's arms as the young agent hauled him upright and rushed him toward the vehicle.  
 
    "Sir! Are you okay?" he asked as they approached the menacing black SUVs. 
 
    Hank swallowed, tried to speak again, and coughed. The smoke had gotten considerably thicker. 
 
    Two more agents appeared, and one of the Suburbans pulled forward to create a gap. They dragged Hank through and leaned him against the truck while another man held a phone to his face and snapped his picture. 
 
    "It's him—I got a positive ID—we got Prospector!" 
 
    A calmer, older man stepped forward, his face murky under a black tactical ballistic helmet. Hank saw a flash of white teeth as the man smiled. "You’re not an easy man to find, Director Bellasconi.” 
 
    Hank tried to laugh, then checked himself. "Wait—director?" 
 
    No one answered—the agents had already kicked into high gear. One opened the door of the lead vehicle and with a little more force than was necessary, assisted Hank into the vehicle where a second agent immediately strapped him in and pulled out a first aid kit. 
 
    The other agents piled into the remaining vehicles, checking weapons and talking on radios. The older man who'd called him director got into the front passenger seat. Hank tried to lean forward to say something, but the other man was already on his radio. 
 
    "Roger that—Reaper One Actual is coming in, plus one. Repeat, Reaper One Actual has secured Prospector." He glanced over his shoulder and looked Hank up and down for a split second. "Appears uninjured. Repeat, Prospector appears uninjured." He waited for a split second, then nodded and pointed for the driver to get going. "Reaper One Actual copies all. Out." 
 
    "Here, sir—take these and drink this water,” the agent in the seat next to Hank said as he offered a pair of white pills and a bottle of water. “Do you have any cuts or injuries I should know about?" 
 
    Hank swallowed the pills and gulped the water. When he pulled the bottle from his lips, it was empty. He wiped his mouth with the back of one grimy hand and took a deep breath. "No…no I don't think so." 
 
    "Sir, this blood all over your shirt and coat, is it yours?" the agent said as their vehicle lurched forward. The agent looked at Hank's coat. 
 
    "No,” Hank replied. “No, someone next to me was shot…" 
 
    The agent nodded. "You're a very lucky man, sir.” 
 
    Hank pondered that statement for a second. The other agent had called him Director Bellasconi. Hank wasn't so sure about his luck anymore… 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Sounden, Arizona 
 
      
 
    Derek Stagg tried to shield his face from the brunt of the dust storm with his free hand, to no avail. He stepped forward, then stumbled as the woman he'd rescued—Dr. Lisa Kowalski, the last surviving meteorologist from the National Weather Service station in Sedona—tripped over unseen debris in the sand drift. "Keep moving!" he yelled over the howling wind and gunshots in the distance. "Willis's thugs are going to be all over us if we don't get out of this area!" 
 
    "You really think they’ll chase us in the middle of this?" Lisa yelled as she struggled to get back to her feet. 
 
    "I don't know," he shouted. "But I don't want to stick around long enough to find out!" 
 
    Derek leaned into the wind and tried to protect the exposed skin of his face as much as possible. He clenched his jaw and suffered through the sand that blasted his face and rubbed his skin raw. He’d lost his gloves in the explosion Hiram Leask had set—which precipitated Lisa's escape—his backpack, all his medical supplies, and pretty much everything except for the 9mm pistol he’d taken off of an unconscious cop. Derek looked down. He still had the two climbing axes attached to his belt, so that was something. 
 
    The axes had come in handy as he'd scaled the side of the municipal building at the height of the second dust storm in order to break Lisa free. Since they'd escaped the clutches of the cops—they weren't cops, he had to remind himself—and into the storm, the axes became more of a hindrance as they dangled from his belt. He was loath to leave them behind though, as they had been a present from his wife, Isabel. 
 
    Derek had been forced to leave his house in Flagstaff and abandon all the memories it contained. His wife was lost somewhere in the Midwest after attending a climate summit, and he hadn't heard from her since the dust storms began. His children—hopefully—remained with his father and mother at their new house in Santa Fe…but the rumors he and Lisa had heard about the rioting and destruction in Albuquerque did nothing to ease his mind. So Derek clung to the axes Isabel had given him like a drowning man clings to a life raft. No matter what, he would not leave the axes behind. 
 
    Derek winced as one of the lightweight axes in question painfully clipped his knee. If he survived the storm and kept the tools, he might lose a knee in the process. Somehow, losing them felt like losing Isabel as well—something he could never do. 
 
    So Derek pressed on, teeth gritted through the pain of his raw skin, eyes narrowed behind swimming goggles provided by Hiram, and pulled Lisa forward, stumbling, staggering at times, but ever forward through the storm. He didn't know all the facts, but what Hiram had told him of Mayor Willis and the so-called police force of Sounden, gave him all the motivation he needed to keep pressing forward and get as far away as possible from City Hall.  
 
    According to the "cop" who'd been tasked with assassinating Derek at Hiram’s gas station, the mayor didn't have any use for him and considered him a troublemaker. If he was already on her hit list, Derek considered, when they found out his part in the rescue mission and the subsequent explosion that set half the town on fire, the mayor would want him drawn and quartered, not just killed. 
 
    "This is ridiculous!" Derek yelled as thunder clapped overhead. "How many more of these things do we have to go through?" He found the corner of a brick building and pulled them behind it, somewhat out of the teeth of the wind.  
 
    Lisa leaned against the wall and sagged. Despite the darkness and the dust in the air, Derek was concerned about the stain on her leg where her thigh had been bandaged.  
 
    He nodded at her. "How's your leg?" 
 
    Lisa's face was pale in the reflected firelight of the burning buildings a block away. "I'm fine," she whispered, barely audible over the roar of the storm, the fires, and the shouts. She closed her eyes and rested her head against the brick wall. "This is just the beginning, Derek…I think there will be several more before the system moves further east." She shook her head and gingerly wiped at the sandblasted, raw skin on her face. "We've got to find shelter and ride this out.” 
 
    "We are…I'm taking us back to Hiram's gas station…” Derek reported. “It's only a couple blocks away." 
 
    "Won't the mayor come looking for us there? Didn’t you say that your friend Hiram was the one that set off the explosion?" 
 
    “Yeah,” Derek hollered. “He owns the gas station down the street. He saved my life earlier today, and he's the one who set the explosion. It was a distraction so I could break in and get you out," he yelled over the storm. "Come on, I'll tell you all about it at the gas station. I left the supplies I brought from my house there." 
 
    Lisa nodded, but didn't reply. Instead, she gamely trudged on holding his hand, as they ventured deeper into the darkened city in the grip of the storm. 
 
    At the end of the block, Derek came up short. "Look!" he yelled as he pointed across the street. The front of a tall, narrow building that was longer than it was wide, crackled with blue lightning. 
 
    Lisa limped up next to him and leaned heavily on his arm. "It's high-voltage static electricity created by all the dust in the air. The same thing that shorted out your truck back in Sedona!" They stared at the remarkable display of electricity as the tiny blue filaments jumped and crawled up the side of the building, merged with one another, and spread like spiderwebs. "It must be going up exterior pipes or wires. Anything metal will allow it to spread." 
 
    "How strong is it?" Derek asked on the corner. 
 
    "Probably strong enough to knock you on your butt!" Lisa yelled. "Let's not touch it and we won't have to worry about finding out, okay?" 
 
    "Sounds fine with me…let's keep moving.” Thunder roared overhead, momentarily drowning out even the sounds of the storm and the burning town. Derek flinched, and Lisa laughed.  
 
    "The storms are getting big enough now they're generating their own ground cloud to ground lightning!" 
 
    Derek shook his head. "I'm glad you're finding this amusing!" 
 
    "If I don't laugh, I'll cry!" 
 
    Derek nodded and pulled her forward across the street. The sand had drifted ankle-deep across the road like a river. "Keep moving…don't slow down," he warned. 
 
    After what seemed like an hour of struggling face-first into the storm or being buffeted sideways from crosswinds and always, always pelted with the stinging, ever-present sand, they staggered forward into a clearing and Derek recognized the gas station looming before them. "There! There it is!" he yelled over the wind.  
 
    Lisa pulled up one shaky hand to pull stray hair, whipped up by the wind, out of her face. She held back on his arm and pointed. "The gas station is crawling with static electricity—we can't go that way!" 
 
    Derek paused and took a closer look. The gas pumps practically glowed blue with all the tiny filaments of energy, dancing back and forth between the pumps, the poles, and the electrical wiring. If they set off a discharge and one of the pumps ruptured, it would blow them to pieces. 
 
    "I've seen enough explosions for one day, thanks very much.” Derek frowned. "Come on, we’ll loop around the back where my car is…" 
 
    The sand covering the driveway and parking area at the old gas station had piled up deep in his absence. On the street, the winds kept the sand and dust drifts constantly moving, so that the road was only covered with two inches or so. At the gas station, sheltered as it was by a bank of trees on three sides, the sand effectively piled up wherever it landed.  
 
    In some spots in front of the decrepit business, they trudged through ankle-deep dust. Toward the rear, where currents of air and eddies in the storm pulled the sand around the corners, it was much worse. Derek's shoulders slumped when he saw Isabel's car practically buried in sand, almost chest high. 
 
    "Is that your car?" Lisa asked, incredulous as they stepped out of the brunt of the storm into the lee of the building. 
 
    "Unfortunately…" Derek grumbled. "Come on, the back door’s over here." He waded into the sand and tried to make as much of a path as possible so that Lisa could limp behind, but it was slow going for both of them. They were both physically exhausted by the time they reached the door to the service station. Derek had scooped away enough sand with his raw, bleeding hands to allow them to crack the back door open and squeeze through.  
 
    He let Lisa slide in first, then he forced his way in behind her and the wind pushed the door shut. “Wow,” he said, trying to catch his breath after the effort to get inside. “I can still hear the sand on the other side of the door…” 
 
    “It’s piling back up again, isn’t it?” Lisa moaned. She slumped against one cinderblock wall, panting with exertion after slogging through the sand and squeezing her injured body through the barely-open door.  
 
    Derek soon joined her. He examined his hands in the weak, eerie blue light that came through the front windows, reflected from the static electricity that crawled across the gas pumps. He couldn’t be sure, but he thought he was missing a fingernail on his right hand. His skin throbbed, his heart raced, and all he could think about was water. 
 
    The two of them rested against the cool wall in silence, listening to the sound of their own breathing and the storm raging outside. Occasionally, a peal of thunder shook the building, but it wasn't the same kind of sound experienced in a true thunderstorm. Derek cocked his head. The thunder sounded forced and strangely muffled. He shook his head, then cleared the air of the dust which created a cloud around him by the motion. He struggled to his feet, leaning heavily on the wall, and winced as he brushed his bleeding knuckles against his pants. 
 
    "Okay…" he muttered, then coughed. "Okay." 
 
    "Where are you going?" Lisa breathed. “Don’t leave me alone in the dark back here…” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Derek soothed, “there's water over here…hang on…" He limped on cramping legs over to the area in the back corner where he and Hiram had stashed his supplies before the rescue mission. 
 
    "Hiram?" Derek called. He coughed and cleared his throat of dust and phlegm, then tried again. "Hiram!" he yelled, louder. His voice echoed through the empty building, and the spookiness of the tomb like enclosure kept him from calling out third time.  
 
    He poked around and found a couple of bottles of lukewarm water and brought them back to Lisa, along with the first aid kit from one of the duffel bags. He deposited everything on the floor next to her and smiled as she reached out with a claw-like, trembling hand, and ripped the cap off the bottle of water. Her bottle was already half drained by the time he sat down on the ground next to her and opened his own. 
 
    When they’d both slaked their thirst, Derek opened the first aid bag and pulled out bandages, salve, and a small headlamp. 
 
    "Don't," Lisa warned as she put her hand on the headlamp. “They’ll see the light from outside if they’re looking for us, right?” 
 
    "I can’t see how bad your leg is without it," Derek argued. 
 
    Lisa looked around. "Here, use this then,” she said as she stretched out one arm and pulled a greasy canvas tarp off an oil barrel. Several tools clattered to the floor, the staccato sound as loud as gunfire in the silent building. Derek nodded, pulled the foul-smelling tarp over his head, clicked on the lamp, and examined her leg.  
 
    "It doesn't look that bad," he said with relief. "Definitely dusty…it looks like whoever took care of your leg stitched it up?" 
 
    "Yeah…without painkillers," Lisa added sourly. "Just so you know how tough I am." 
 
    Derek grunted. "Well, a couple of sutures popped loose. I don't think it's that bad—you certainly don't want me trying to sew you back up. I'm going to use one of these cool suture-less stitches to patch you up." 
 
    "What are you talking about? What’s a suture-less stitch?  
 
    Derek shined the light down on the plastic butterfly patch. "Oh, it's the latest thing with preppers…I found them online a few months back. Nobody in my family really knows how to do stitches. So, you get these things,” he said, holding the little plastic device in his hand, “they've got a really strong glue on the back…like superglue, I guess," he said as he used a wet cloth to clean Isabel's thigh around the wound. "Then you just stick it in place and pull this…" he muttered as he applied the plastic bandage to both sides of the wound. “This thing here…" he added as he slipped a plastic zip-tie through the far side of the enclosure and pulled tight. A satisfying click click click emanated from the strap, and Lisa sucked in a sudden breath of air.  
 
    The long muscle of her thigh tensed in response, but Derek placed his hand over the wound and held her steady. "Easy…it's all done. Just relax…this will hold the two sides of the wound together long enough for your body to heal." 
 
    "The glue feels…hot…" Lisa worried as he dressed her leg, turned off the light, and emerged from under the noxious tarp. He bundled the tarp up and tossed it aside, then leaned back against the wall next to her and wiped his face. "Some people are sensitive to it…we don't have much of a choice. It's not gonna hurt you unless you're allergic…you’re not allergic to superglue and that kind of stuff, are you?" 
 
    "I don't really know. I guess we'll find out…" 
 
    Derek fell silent for a moment and looked around. “Wait a minute. Something's not right." 
 
    "What do you mean? The fact that we’re trapped in a dust storm, being hunted by a psychopath and her hired thugs pretending to be cops?" 
 
    “No," Derek said slowly, as he cleaned his hands and winced at the pain. "I mean, Hiram's not here…he promised me he wouldn't be caught up in the explosion and that we'd meet here…" 
 
    "Well, I mean he's kind of old…he can't move as fast as we can through the storm…" 
 
    "He knows this town like the back of his hand…” Derek argued. He shook his head. “And the explosion happened before I even got to you. No, I’ve got a bad feeling about this." 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Village Defense Force Headquarters 
 
    Valley Village Retirement Community 
 
    Santa Fe, New Mexico 
 
      
 
    FBI Special Agent Dana Sinclair accepted a steaming cup of coffee from the old man that looked like Santa Claus with a grateful nod and outstretched, trembling hands. She wrapped her fingers around the warm cup and closed her eyes as she inhaled deeply of the rich, nutty smell. While it wasn't gourmet by any stretch of the imagination, the smell of fresh brewed coffee after she'd smelled nothing but dust and dirt in the air was heavenly. "Thank you so much." 
 
    Not-Santa smiled through his beard. "Not a problem." The man the others had called general crossed his thick arms knotted with muscle over a generous paunch. She couldn't quite see the frown behind his bushy white beard, but the eyes of a warrior watched her. Whether he had officially attained the rank of general in the army, Dana couldn’t know, but the man’s physical presence indicated he was used to command. 
 
    "I hope you don't mind," he said in a gravelly, calm voice, "but I took the liberty of inviting Riley and Rebecca Stagg to meet you." 
 
    Dana nodded, then arched an eyebrow. "Is this a debriefing?" 
 
    General Deckert tilted his head. "We don't have any formal procedures in place…yet," he said with a twinkle in his eye. "So…let's just say I like to get the measure of a person…" 
 
    Dana nodded. "You're concerned about me as a security threat." 
 
    Deckert nodded curtly. "Concern might be a stronger word than necessary. But until we know exactly who you are, I'm not a hundred percent comfortable with you being in our command-and-control center." 
 
    Dana noted the way he’d hesitated. "Sir, I assure you,” she said over the coffee mug, “I mean no harm to anybody here—quite the opposite, in fact. I'm trying to complete my original mission: apprehension of persons of interest. But now it has changed into a kidnapping rescue operation." 
 
    "Apprehension?" someone blurted behind her. 
 
    Dana turned to see the tall young man named Riley—the very one who'd helped carry Kathy Powell from the besieged house across the neighborhood. He stared at her, incredulous, then looked at Deckert before turning back to her. 
 
    "Kidnapping? Lady, what are you talking about?” 
 
    A young girl—who looked strikingly similar to Riley—stepped out from behind him. “Where's my mom?" Her eyes were wide with worry. 
 
    Dana held the coffee mug tight in both hands. "I don't know much more than you already do—" 
 
    "Considering we don't know anything,” Riley interrupted. 
 
    “Yeah,” added his sister, “we haven't seen or heard from mom since she left for that conference in Kansas…" 
 
    "Well," Deckert said, his deep voice cutting through the conversation like a knife, "I suppose you'd better start at the beginning, Agent Sinclair." He leaned against a desk in the corner and waited. 
 
    Dana took a sip of the coffee and closed her eyes again. When she opened them, she was ready to begin. "I was pulled off a serial killer case in Washington, and assigned to track down and apprehend two persons of interest who'd survived a plane crash just outside Boise City, Oklahoma—" 
 
    "Plane crash!" Riley said, leaning forward. 
 
    Rebecca nodded vigorously in agreement. "Mom hates flying! There's no way she'd get on a plane. Lady, did you know she drove on a chartered bus to get to that conference? Look," she said as she fumbled in one of her pockets and pulled out a glittery cell phone. “My phone’s still got a little charge left, but I'll show you the text she sent us while she was on the road…" 
 
    Dana held up one hand to stop them. "I understand all that. I do. The FBI's file is…extensive." 
 
    "You have a file on my mother?" Riley demanded. "You know she's like, a soil scientist, right? What do you need a file on her for?" 
 
    Dana gave him her best federal agent stare. "Young man, I don't have the answer to that question. All I know," she said as she turned her gaze on Rebecca, "is that I was sent out here to track down and find your mother—and Kathy Powell. The plane they were on…" Dana shook her head. "I probably shouldn't even be telling you this, but I suppose confidentiality has probably gone out the window as far as priorities right now…" 
 
    Deckert snorted, but didn't say anything. 
 
    "I haven’t been able to contact anyone in Washington since yesterday,” Dana continued, “not even on the sat phone. I don't know what's going on back east, but can't be good if the J. Edgar Hoover building is offline." 
 
    The concern was evident on Deckert’s face, but he remained stoic and said nothing, waiting. 
 
    That wasn't the case for Riley and Rebecca Stagg, who both began talking over each other so fast that Dana had to hold both hands up, including the coffee, to get them to stop. "Whoa! One at a time, and if you'll give me a chance to tell you what I know, it might clear up some of your questions…okay?" 
 
    No one made a sound, and all four of them sat in the small closet-like room and listened to the wind howl outside. There were several candles on the desk and bookcases scattered around the room, and their combined light provided just enough of a glow for Dana to see their faces clearly.  
 
    She nodded. "Okay then…" 
 
    "The governor of Arizona decided to leave the conference early. His office arranged transportation on a private jet for him and his staff. According to the flight logs, two extra passengers were added at the last minute—your mother, and Kathy Powell—the woman in the other room." 
 
    "What does she do?" asked Rebecca. 
 
    "Yeah, mom’s never mentioned her before," Riley added. 
 
    Dana nodded. "From what I could gather, they met for the first time at the conference. As your mother is considered an expert on dust storms, and the Arizona Department of Emergency Management was tracking the storm over the Grand Canyon at the time, Ms. Powell reached out to your mother. She wanted to pick her brain, so to speak. I don't know what agreements were made, but shortly after they met at the conference, they were on board the plane with the governor, heading back to Flagstaff.” 
 
    “I don’t believe it,” Rebecca breathed. 
 
    Riley frowned. "How did it crash?" 
 
    Rebecca looked at her brother, then at Dana. "Did anybody else survive?" 
 
    Dana shook her head slowly. "The NTSB is still going over the crash site…or they were when I left them—I don't even know if they found the black box yet—but somewhere over southwestern Kansas and the Oklahoma Panhandle, the plane experienced engine failure and crashed in a farmer's cornfield. To the best of my knowledge,” Dana continued as Rebecca put both her hands to her mouth and Riley went pale, “your mother and Kathy Powell were the only survivors.” 
 
    “That’s what I’d call a miracle,” Deckert rumbled. 
 
    “They were," Dana added, “both requested by the FBI to remain at the scene of the crash under the care of local law enforcement until I arrived." Dana took a long sip of the coffee and felt the warmth spread through her body. "Unfortunately, by the time I arrived—thanks to travel delays caused by the dust storm—your mother and Ms. Powell had fled the scene." 
 
    "What?" the two children blurted at once. 
 
    Dana nodded. "Trust me, no one was more surprised than me. Based on the file we put together on your mother, there was no reason in the world that she would take off like that." 
 
    "You just said the reason," the old general grumbled. "She's their mother. She was trying to get to them." 
 
    Dana nodded. "That was my theory as well. I tried to explain this to my supervisor, but that argument did not persuade anyone at HQ. The death of a sitting governor is not something the FBI takes lightly, especially combined with a plane crash.” She sighed. The coffee had grown cold. “Regardless, I came out to bring them in for questioning. But they had a decent head start on me, and the storm compounded things.” 
 
    Riley leaned forward. “What happened?”  
 
    Dana shrugged one shoulder. “I chased them across the Oklahoma Panhandle and down it here into New Mexico. I followed them from town to town, always one step behind, unable to contact them to let them know I didn't mean to flat out arrest them, only ask them some questions." She shook her head. “It's all been such a waste, and meanwhile, the serial killer that I was this close," she said, holding up her thumb and index finger, "from throwing behind bars has been running loose this entire time." She put down the coffee mug and sighed. 
 
    "I'm sorry you got pulled off your case," the girl said quietly, "but I'm happy that you're trying to help my mom…" 
 
    Dana scoffed. "I don't know how much help I've been. So far, I've chased them halfway across the country only to finally catch up with them, just before your mother was kidnapped." 
 
    Riley stared at her, his face grim and the cords in his neck taut. “Who kidnapped her?” 
 
    Dana shook her head. "I don’t know. I tracked them here, to the Valley Village. Several armed men opened fire on us. I managed to drive them back and told your mother and Kathy Powell to find shelter. The storm was just about over at that point, but everywhere we turned, someone was either shooting at us, or breaking into a house and then shooting at us." 
 
    Deckert grunted. "Yeah, the marketing department kind of flubbed the whole ‘friendliest town in the southwest’ slogan lately…" 
 
    "As near as I can tell,” Dana continued, “they left the scene of the ambush at the entrance to the neighborhood, drove deeper in, and tried to avoid an old man and his wife in the middle of the road. As a result, they lost control of the vehicle and crashed into one of those walls surrounding all the houses around here." 
 
    Rebecca gasped, and Riley clenched his hands into fists as he stared at her. "Ma'am…is our mother alive?" 
 
    Dana nodded. "I believe so, yes. When I came across the crash site, Ms. Powell was still in the passenger seat, unconscious and pretty banged up. But there were signs of a struggle on the driver’s side.. Someone physically pulled your mother from that car and took her into a nearby house.” 
 
    "Why didn't you go after her?" Deckert asked. 
 
    Dana looked at him and grimaced. "It's not that easy. The situation was…complicated. I had armed looters roaming the streets behind me, an injured and incapacitated woman in the passenger seat, and the drag marks in the sand didn't give me enough indication of which house I needed to check.” She looked at Riley, and her chest tightened with sympathy. “By the time I had Ms. Powell removed and patched up, the people that surrounded us attacked.” 
 
    “That’s where you came in,” Deckert said to Riley. 
 
    Dana nodded. “For which I'm eternally grateful. There was nothing more I could do other than narrow the suspected location of your mother to the house next-door before everything went crazy." 
 
    "But what about mom?" Rebecca demanded as she took a step forward. 
 
    Riley put a hand on his sister’s shoulder. "That was when the fight started—that was when I showed up with Otto." 
 
    Dana nodded and took another sip of coffee. "And you know the rest as much as I do. After the fighting, you carried Kathy Powell here, the storm cleared, and now another one has arrived." 
 
    "You're still not telling me why you didn’t go after my mom," Riley said as he put his hands on his hips. 
 
    For the moment, Dana ignored the fact that the young man carried an M1 Garand strapped to his back. It wasn't her place to jump down the kid’s throat about firearms regulations—not in the current circumstances, at least. But she decided to have words with Deckert at some point over his arming children.  
 
    "Wait,” Becca said, “mom was here…in this neighborhood…today?" 
 
    "Yes, I believe so." 
 
    Riley made a face that Dana couldn't quite comprehend, then turned and rounded on Deckert. "Sir. We need to…sorry," he said as he stood straighter under the old man’s stern gaze. "Request permission to lead a rescue operation. Sir." 
 
    Deckert stared at him for a long moment, then took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. "Son…I can't do that right now. And I think you know why." 
 
    "If it's the storm you're worried about, I don't care. It's my mom! She's out there somewhere—I have to go get her!" 
 
    "I'll do anything to help!" Rebecca said immediately. 
 
    For a split second, Deckert lost his steely eyed gaze and looked more like a grandfather imparting sad news. "We can't…I'm sorry. I can't send any assets out into the storm until it weakens at least a little. Look, you can’t even see across the street," he said as he gestured at the window. 
 
    Dana glanced and confirmed what the old man had said. Outside, the only thing she saw was a swirling maelstrom of brown and gray. The sand made little tinkling noises as it peppered the windows of the house. It reminded her of the ice storms of her youth in Missouri. 
 
    "As much as I want to go out there and find her, rescue her from whoever took her…” Dana began, “I'm afraid I have to side with the general on this."   
 
    The look of relief in the old man's eyes spoke volumes, but Riley and Rebecca didn't care. 
 
    He turned on her, his face a mask of fury. "Who are you to step in here and tell me what I can and can't do about my own mother? You were supposed to find her and protect her!" 
 
    Dana refused to look away. "That's true. That was my assignment. But—" 
 
    "No buts, lady!" Rebecca spat. "That's our mom we're talking about out there!" 
 
    "In case you two haven't noticed,” Deckert interjected, “we've had to deal with several firefights today between the two storms—" 
 
    "We handled the fighting just fine," Riley argued. 
 
    "You handled it just fine," snapped the general. "You're the youngest person on the operations team! Go out there and look down the hallways. Every single person on your squad is gassed except for Otto and Chuck. Every. Single. One." He put his hands on his hips. "I'm sorry to be the one to inform you of this, but the people in this neighborhood are at least 60 or 70 years old—-we can't run with an 18-year-old. That means I can't risk taking what few people I have left to defend this place and run them off on a wild goose chase in the middle of the most violent dust storm we've seen since…" 
 
    "Yesterday?" snapped Rebecca. 
 
    Deckert closed his mouth, but his cheeks went red above his white beard. "If I was still in the Army, you wouldn't talk like—" 
 
    "But that's just the point, sir,” Rebecca argued, “this isn't the Army. I'm not a soldier, and you're not a general, not anymore," Riley shouted as he pointed his finger at the old man. "And from the looks of it, there's nothing you can do to stop me if I go out there, anyway!" 
 
    "No, you're right. I'm just an old man, surrounded by a bunch of other old men, and we're all scared. We’re all old, we’re all tired, we’re all weak, we’re nothing like what we used to be…" 
 
    Dana looked down. At least Riley had the decency to look ashamed of what he just said. 
 
    "But that doesn't change the fact that I'm still somehow responsible for everybody in this neighborhood, whether I want to be or not. I didn't sign up for this job, but somehow everybody voted me in. And now I've got it, and I have to do the best job I can, because that's just what I do. The lives of everyone in this building are quite frankly more important than your mother right now. We don't know where she's at," he said quickly as he raised his beefy hand and extended a finger to take off a point. "We don't know who took her, so we don't know what situation we’d be walking into—are we talking armed insurgents, or are we talking leaders, or are we talking just some random crazy people?" Three more fingers went up. "The storm out there is going to make communication all but impossible, and navigation equally dangerous—” 
 
    “But,” Riley began. 
 
    Deckert talked right over him. “—we could be wandering around out there for hours. Somebody could get hurt.” Deckert shook his head. “Or we could stumble right into an ambush," he continued, steamrolling right over the sputtered arguments from the younger people. Finally he lowered his hand. "At the end of the day, there are just too many variables, too many unknowns. There's no way I would knowingly risk throwing away assets if this were an actual war. And before you say ‘we’re not in the Army,’ you’d better think.” 
 
    Deckert put his hands on his hips. “Everything is falling apart around us, and the only thing that's going to stand between us and death by starvation or being killed by those who would take what we have, are the people like me and you who are willing to stand up and put our lives on the line and say No. You can come this far, but no further.” He watched them for a moment to make sure the message sank in. “When we lose that, when that frail line that we've pulled together from a bunch of old retired soldiers breaks, then everything is lost. I swore to defend this ground, and I intend to do that. You swore to defend this ground," he said as he pointed his thin finger at Riley. "What's your honor worth?" 
 
    "It's my mom," Riley said in a low, quiet voice. "I can't leave her. I won't. I promised you that I would help defend this place—my grandparents live here too, remember? But I can’t sit here and do nothing while my mother is out there in that mess," Riley said as he pointed outside. He turned and stormed from the room. 
 
    "Riley, wait!" Rebecca called. She shot a look at Dana, then squeezed between the two adults and chased after her brother, already stomping down the hallway. 
 
    Deckert exhaled and suddenly looked ten years older. He rubbed his face with one hand. “I’m getting too old for this…” 
 
    Dana watched the tattoo on the older man's forearm move as he pinched the bridge of his nose. The ink was faded, but she could still make out a proudly tattered Betsy Ross flag. "For what it's worth, I happen to agree with you." 
 
    Deckert snorted. “That I’m too old? Thanks.” 
 
    Dana felt heat rush into her cheeks. “No…I think you’re doing the right thing.” 
 
    He nodded, but stared out the window just the same. "He's right, though. We can't leave her out there. We can't leave anyone out there." 
 
    Dana stared at him. "You’d throw away your security forces to find one person…that you don't even know is still alive?" 
 
    "Leave no man behind," the old general said grimly. 
 
    Dana nodded. "I can appreciate that," she said as she crossed her arms. "But I think that Mrs. Stagg, based on everything I've seen so far, would be more concerned with the safety of her children at this point than anything else. She was willing to risk jail time, federal prosecution, and who knows what else to come here. I'm sure of it—she wants her children safe." 
 
    Deckert glanced down the hallway where Riley and Rebecca had gone. "Well, somebody needs to tell that to them." 
 
    Dana smirked. "Is this the price of admission into your little group?" she asked as she took a step toward the door. 
 
    Deckert regarded her for a long moment. "As a federal agent, you've probably got more recent training in firearms and tactics than anybody here. Most of us are veterans—we fought in wars, but that was decades ago. You represent the closest link to any kind of authority that we've seen in days. It would be a huge boost to morale, I think, if you decided to join us." 
 
    Dana thought that over for a second. "I'll agree to stay and help however I can until I either find Isabel Stagg or this crisis ends. Does that work?" 
 
    Deckert reached out his hand. "You help us, we help you. We’ll give you shelter, food and medical supplies if you need, and in return, you help us maintain the safety of this neighborhood and the people we’re responsible for. Deal?" 
 
    "Deal," Dana said with a smile as she shook hands. "Now, if you'll excuse me sir, I've got a tough conversation to have." 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Santa Fe, New Mexico 
 
      
 
    Isabel Stagg kept her head down into the wind, so the worst of the sand merely went down the back of her neck. It still felt like sandpaper on the sensitive skin not used to such rough exposure, but it kept her face from taking the brunt of the storm’s fury. 
 
    Next to her, Cassandra Lavoy shuffled along, kicking up clouds of sand as she moved down the sidewalk, shadowing Isabel’s footsteps. They both tagged along behind the looming shadow of the Inquisitor—the man from the Grove, the killer who’d sworn a sacred vow to get them somewhere safe. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Isabel yelled over the wind. 
 
    “Each Grove operates a safe house in its city…” the Inquisitor called over his shoulder. “For the use of visiting dignitaries and Inquisitors. We’re not far…” 
 
    “He’s taking us toward the art district…” Cassie said over the wind. 
 
    Around them, people rushed from homes and businesses carrying belongings or loot. It was too hard to tell in the sand and dust exactly what was happening. Isabel tightened her battered windbreaker around her shoulders. “I think the sooner we get off the streets, the better.” 
 
    Next to her, Cassie peered into the gloom and braced herself against a gust of wind. “Look!” she said, pointing across the street. “That building is on fire!” 
 
    A woman burst from the front door of a little shop to the sound of a faint door chime. She yelled for help, her body silhouetted by the glow of the flames greedily consuming the building’s interior. Several other people rushed out, some carrying armloads of merchandise.  
 
    “Stop! Thief!” the woman yelled. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we help—” Isabel began. 
 
    The Inquisitor grabbed her arm with an iron grip. “No, we keep moving.” 
 
    “But she needs help!” Cassie added. “That shop is—” 
 
    “It won’t be there in ten minutes,” he snapped, “look how fast the fire is growing! If she doesn’t run, she’ll be caught up in it, just like us. The wind is blowing embers right at us. Look!” 
 
    Isabel ripped her arm from his grasp and rubbed her shoulder as she glanced sullenly at where he pointed. She frowned behind her mask. He wasn’t lying—glowing embers sailed on the stiff winds of the dust storm and brushed against every vertical surface on their side of the street. 
 
    “As dry as everything is with the drought, it won’t be long before this entire street is engulfed. We must hurry!” 
 
    Isabel grumbled a curse under her breath as she followed the English assassin deeper into Old Town Santa Fe. Soon, the Drury Plaza Hotel, a massive building occupying an entire block, rose out of the storm like a great blocky wall. It shielded them somewhat from the winds, but only provided a temporary reprieve. As they grew even with the building, the winds tearing around the corners created a funnel down the street, which made forward progress even more difficult. 
 
    They crested a slight rise as Paseo de Peralta flowed south along the edge of Old Town and the hotel obscured everything to the south. An access door opened, and a man rushed out, carrying something wrapped in white sheets. Before Isabel could register her surprise, several other people emerged from the depths of the storm and ran into the building. The door slammed shut behind them, a final, fatal sound. 
 
    “We have to get out of this storm!” Cassie yelled. “We should try the Drury!” 
 
    The Inquisitor slowed his pace and turned to face them. His features were hidden behind a mask and goggles, but Isabel could almost see his frown. “We keep moving!” he yelled. “There’s nothing for us here but trouble. The safe house is just over this hill.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I can make it to Canyon Road,” Cassie said, sagging against a concrete support pylon on the hotel’s corner. She clung to the rough stone pillar like a drowning man in a storm-tossed ocean. 
 
    “Keep moving!” the Inquisitor urged. He turned into the wind and pushed forward up the slight hill. 
 
    Isabel helped Cassie and pulled her along. “Come on, we can’t stop now.” 
 
    Gunfire crackled in the distance amid the flaming houses. Cassie screamed and ducked behind a dust-blasted shrub in front of the hotel. “They’re shooting at us!” 
 
    The Inquisitor loomed over her. “Not at us…at them,” he said, pointing into the street. Panicked refugees screamed and tore down the narrow road between the shops on the north side of the street and the hotel on the south side. 
 
    "Where are all these people coming from?" Cassie demanded. 
 
    "Half the city looks like it's on fire!" Isabel cried as she looked at the glowing clouds in the sky. Dust swirled and whistled down the street, obscuring everything but the sickly orange glow that illuminated the world around them. 
 
    The Inquisitor tried to pull them forward. "We must keep moving—we’re nearly there!" 
 
    A wave of people emerged from the dust in front of them, clogging the streets. Not only did they have to fight through the dust in the air and the stinging sand as it assaulted their skin, but the crowds of people made forward momentum almost impossible. A family—husband, wife, and three small children—trudged along, dragging suitcases and backpacks. Propelled by the wind at their backs, they pushed forward easily and separated Isabel from Cassie. 
 
    "Cassie!" Isabel yelled as she reached out to grab the other woman's hand. 
 
    The Inquisitor saw the commotion and forced his way through the crowd, knocking a man down in the process. A scuffle ensued as someone tripped over the fallen man, but when the Inquisitor spun and raised a fist, the locals scattered back into the dust from where they came. 
 
    Isabel fought through the crowd and reached Cassie at the same time as the Inquisitor. A gunshot rang out in the air, and everyone around them screamed and either dropped lower to the ground or ran in any direction they could to find a clear path. 
 
    "Now is our chance,” the Inquisitor yelled over the din. “We must run while the road is clear!" He stood and made for the crest of the hill. 
 
    "Are you crazy? Somebody's out there shooting at us?" Cassie replied. She turned and followed a group of people down the steep driveway toward the Drury’s main entrance. 
 
    "No! It's this way!" the Inquisitor said, pointing up the street. 
 
    Isabel turned after Cassie. "I'll get her!" 
 
    "I can't leave either of you out of my sight for a moment," he grumbled as the two of them made their way through the crowd, rushing for the perceived safety of the hotel. 
 
    Isabel kept a close eye on Cassie's blonde hair bouncing in the wind as they made their way down the driveway toward the main entrance. Several people stumbled and fell, causing others behind them to trip. Suitcases, backpacks, and garbage bags of clothes tumbled to the side as the flight down the hill turned into a sprint.  
 
    Cassie was shoved aside, and Isabel took an elbow to the ribs, but she continued to press forward. A man yelled something at her in Spanish, and she turned to see an angry face and a fist. Then he vanished, replaced by the bulk of the Inquisitor as he stepped in front of her. 
 
    "There she is!" the Inquisitor announced and pointed into the murky gloom of the fire-lit storm. 
 
    More gunshots rang out from the street behind them, and the surging crowd pressed full on into a stampede. Bags were left behind, children tossed over shoulders, and people streamed forward, screaming and crying for help. 
 
    Isabel paused, despite the fact that someone ran into her from behind. She thought she heard… 
 
    "Come on!" the Inquisitor roared as he grabbed her arm and pulled her forward. 
 
    Over the keening of the crowd, screaming children, the wailing women, and the gunshots, Isabel froze again. "There's a car—" 
 
    It was all the warning she got. Headlights flashed through the sand and dust to her left, and she distinctly heard the sound of squealing tires. The screams behind her magnified, and as the Inquisitor turned to investigate the cause of the new commotion, he was illuminated in bright white headlights. 
 
    The people around them dove left or right, but the Inquisitor had been blinded. He raised one hand to shield his eyes, and Isabel lunged forward. She wrapped her arms around his waist and tackled the taller man, driving them both to the right just as an older model Cadillac fishtailed down the hill, horn blaring, tires squealing.  
 
    The screams of the injured broke Isabel's heart, but the Inquisitor had broken her fall. He hit the sandy pavement with a thud and a grunt of pain. The two of them rolled apart in the sand. Someone stepped on Isabel's hand as the mad rush of people streaming down from the street continued to flow unabated despite the car plowing a path through the refugees. Isabel got to her feet, cradling her injured hand, and gasped.  
 
    Bodies lay strewn all across the road, and she didn't know what was worse—the sight of so much human wreckage, or the sight of so many people rushing by, heedless of the broken, twisted forms of men, women, and children. Nothing else mattered except to escape the storm, escape fires—escape whoever was shooting—and find shelter. 
 
    "I owe you my life," the Inquisitor said in a formal tone as he hunched over next to Isabel and adjusted his suit. "I shan’t forget that." He put a gentle arm around Isabel's shoulders. "Come, we must find Ms. Lavoy and escape this madness." 
 
    "Maybe she's right?" Isabel yelled over the wind and the surrounding chaos. "Maybe we should stay here?" 
 
    The Inquisitor shook his head and dust swirled around them both. "We can't—the safe house is just around the corner. We must find our way back up to the street now." 
 
    "I'm not going back out there with people shooting at us!" 
 
    "As I said,” he called to her in an impatient voice, “they’re not shooting at us, they're herding us. It’s quite obvious, really." 
 
    Isabel blinked behind her goggles. "What do you mean, they're herding us? Herding us where?" 
 
    "I don't know!" The Inquisitor yelled, his face mask bulging with the outburst. "But I haven't seen a single person actually shot. They're driving us, just like cattle, to market. This little hotel seemed to plant a wrench in their sprockets.” 
 
    “The what?” Isabel asked. 
 
    The Inquisitor continued: “The amount of gunfire has increased significantly—I should expect to see more bodies. That single car killed more people than any of the shooters have," he said as he gestured at the carnage in the driveway.  
 
    Isabel didn’t care. "But this hotel is a safe place—" 
 
    The Inquisitor shook his head. "Not for long. There are far too many people rushing inside—whoever is trying to force people to flee the city will find out soon enough. When that happens, this hotel will become quite the death trap." 
 
    Isabel was about to argue further when she spotted Cassie's bright yellow hair. "There! Over there, I see her! Cassie!" 
 
    "Follow me," the Inquisitor said and pulled Isabel away from the valet station and toward the main entrance where Cassie fought desperately with the other survivors to make her way inside the building. 
 
    As they grew closer, Isabel realized the Inquisitor might be right. The clog of people in the main entrance had already spilled over into side entrances…but no one made it inside. There were so many people packed into the lobby, there was no place for anyone to go.  
 
    On top of that, people inside the hotel, perceiving that their safety was for a limited number, actively fought those trying to gain entrance. Cassie was caught somewhere in the middle and roughly shoved to the side. She wasn't important enough to get in on recognition, she wasn't strong enough to get in on brute force, and she wasn't willing to fight like some of the others. She was irrelevant and pushed to the side as a consequence. 
 
    "Stay here—I'll retrieve her.” The Inquisitor positioned Isabel behind one of the big support pillars holding up the roof over the main entrance. “You'll be sheltered from the storm behind this—don't let anyone move you. Understood?" 
 
    "Got it!" Isabel said as she placed her back against the rough concrete of the pillar. She watched the Inquisitor dive through the crowd of refugees, flinging fists and elbows and using his broad shoulders to knife his way through the crowd. He was taller than most of the locals but didn't tower over anyone.  
 
    Some fought back, and several went down screaming for their efforts. Never once did he waver in his forward momentum. A few more gunshots crackled in the distance behind them, and Isabel peered around the pillar through the mob of frightened faces. Almost everyone out in the driveway had turned and looked up the hill.  
 
    Several figures with flashlights loomed in the distance, their bright beams cutting through the smoke and dust like lances of light. She saw a muzzle flash and instantly heard the pop of a gunshot. The shooter had aimed up. The people in the street screamed and surged forward again, ignorant of the fact that they weren’t being shot at. 
 
    Before long, the Inquisitor arrived at her side, panting, his face slightly bloody from a long scratch down one cheek, and his shirt missing the top two buttons, but Cassie was with him and unharmed. "Come, this place is a powder keg waiting to go off." 
 
    "Up the driveway!" Isabel warned. "Guys with guns and flashlights. They’re working their way down the driveway." 
 
    The Inquisitor took a quick look, estimated the situation, and pulled back around the corner of the pillar; his face grim. "It's worse than I thought. Come, we don't have many options left." 
 
    "We can't go that way!" Cassie wailed. 
 
    Inquisitor grabbed her arm and shook her. "We are in this predicament because you wouldn't listen to me in the first place! I expect you to keep your mouth shut from this point forward. We don't have any options but to go south." 
 
    "But that's further into town!" Cassie said. 
 
    Isabel shot her a dangerous look. "We don't have a choice, let's go." 
 
    "We shall slip around the corner of the hotel, and put the Cathedral between us and whoever the gunmen are. From there, we can skirt the edge of this property get back on track, hopefully behind whatever chaos is unfolding in the streets." 
 
    Isabel shook her head. "I don't know the layout of Old Town that well. Just get us out of here!" 
 
    The Inquisitor nodded. His eyes hardened, and he turned, one hand holding Cassie's wrist, the other in front of his face as if he held a shield, and surged forward into the crowd. Several people fell under his momentum, and Isabel stepped into the gap behind them. She didn't know where they were going or what would happen at their destination, or why the world seemed determined to descend into utter chaos, but they were moving forward, and the gunmen hadn't caught them yet.  
 
    For Isabel—for the moment—that was enough. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Village Defense Force Headquarters 
 
    Valley Village Retirement Community 
 
    Santa Fe, New Mexico 
 
      
 
    Rebecca Stagg was listless after the unproductive, if inconclusive, meeting with General Deckert, her brother, and the FBI agent. She leaned against the wall in the hallway outside the debriefing room. Her brother had stormed out in a fit of rage that nothing was being done to find their mother. She couldn't blame him. Riley had always been hotheaded, as their father said. She preferred to analyze a situation, come up with a good plan, and then act. But… 
 
    She sighed. An older woman walked down the hallway, gave her a gentle smile, and continued on her way toward the kitchen. It was hard to get used to seeing so many old people in one place. She knew, deep down she knew, of course, that it was a retirement community restricted to those people over the age of 55, but still…whenever she spotted her brother, or Fiona, it made her smile nonetheless. They were the three youngest people in the whole neighborhood. 
 
    That smile wasn't the same smile that the people gave her now. She most frequently saw a smile of sympathy. They looked at her as a lost child, waiting for her parents to be found. It was infuriating. 
 
    Becca didn't consider herself lost. She knew exactly where she was. It was her parents who were lost. Her dad…knowing him, he was probably safe and sound at home in Flagstaff, waiting for the storm to end so he could come to them. Their mother…well, if the FBI agent could be believed, she'd been in the Valley Village not long ago. And someone kidnapped her... 
 
    Tears welled up in her eyes, and Becca’s vision blurred. She angrily wiped her face and applied rational thought to her feelings. There was a problem to be solved: who stood to benefit from kidnapping Isabel Stagg? She was a soil scientist from another state. What did she have to do with anything—or anyone —in the Valley Village other than Gladys and Milton Stagg? 
 
    Rebecca pulled out her ever-present notebook and started jotting down questions. What connections did Isabel have to the people at Valley Village? None none came to mind other than to her grandparents. 
 
    Rebecca tapped the tip of her pen against her lips, lost in thought as other people bustled past her in the hallway, carrying supplies back and forth between the kitchen and the militia’s staging area at the rear of the house.  
 
    If no one knew who her mother was, or why she was in the village, why kidnap her? 
 
    Rebecca scribbled some more notes. Maybe it was something to do not with who knew Isabel, but with someone who knew Milton or Gladys? 
 
    At least it was a starting point. She could ask her grandmother about it. 
 
    But about who might've taken her, Rebecca—and everyone else—knew practically nothing. The FBI agent figured that it wasn't simple looters, because they’d taken the time to hide their tracks. The only other group that she had experience with—that the militia had experience with—were the whack-job Druids. 
 
    She circled the word in her notebook and drew a big question mark to it. No one really knew anything about them except for the FBI agent. She had a new avenue of questioning. 
 
    A sly grin spread across Rebecca's face. Now she had two people she could question in regard to the disappearance of Isabel Stagg. Three if she counted both her grandparents individually. 
 
    Two people were a lot better than no people. Becca folded up her notebook and put her pen in her pocket. She felt lighter in spirit already. She had nothing to go on, no evidence, and no leads…but she had questions, and she had people she could ask those questions. And that was something. She smiled to herself as she pushed off the wall and walked toward Rondell’s radio room. 
 
    Grinning to herself over the way the words rolled together, she walked in and greeted the rotund older man as he sat at his equipment desk. The knobs and dials glowed with LED lights that made his skin glow with reflected blue and orange light. 
 
    "Rebecca! Just the person I was looking for." He did a double take. "You seem like you're in a good mood. I think that's the first time I've seen you smile. Ever." 
 
    Becca’s grin widened. "It just feels good to be back on the case." 
 
    Rondell laughed. "Now you're sounding like a grizzled detective." 
 
    “Gotta follow all the leads.” 
 
    Rondell laughed. “Watch out, now—Agent Sinclair might get jealous of your skills.” 
 
    Rebecca waved off the compliment and stepped over to the vacant folding seat next to Rondell. "Journalists investigate just as much as detectives. I've got a couple of leads. It takes my mind off worrying over my mother." 
 
    Rondell nodded, but didn't say anything. He patted the notebook on the table next to them. "Ready to start the next session?" 
 
    "Yep!" She glanced at the older man. "Looks like not a moment too soon, either. You look exhausted." 
 
    "Thanks," he said sourly. "It's been a long day." 
 
    Becca picked up her pencil and prepared to draw a quick sketch of the frequencies he wanted her to keep an eye on. "So, do you want me to watch the frequency monitors again?" 
 
    "No, not today," he said as he reached for a spare set of headphones. "Here, put these on and plug that in there," he said as he instructed her to jack into the shortwave radio. 
 
    Becca could hardly contain her excitement. She finally got to listen to actual broadcasts instead of just monitoring frequencies through the static. She quickly put the headphones over her head and plugged the jack into the socket he’d indicated.  
 
    The first thing she heard was static. Loud static. She ripped the headphones off. "Okay, that was way too loud. How do I adjust the volume on these things?" she asked as she looked at the ungainly over-the-ear headphones. 
 
    "Volume control’s right there. That's your terminal," Rondell said as he pointed at a rectangular radio box sitting on top of several others. "Frequency modulation is right here," he said as he pointed to another knob. "Here's what I want you to do. I've been catching small shortwave broadcasts—I think they're mostly coming from government facilities, because there's not a lot of activity going on right now. So scroll through the dials, adjust the volume as needed, and make a note of anything you hear—and what frequency it's on. Also, record the time and a quick note about what you hear." 
 
    Rebecca nodded. "Got it. That doesn't sound too hard." 
 
    "Well, if you hear something, whoever is speaking will probably be talking fast—living through emergencies typically does that to people. So don't worry if you miss part of a transmission. Just write down the gist of what was said—unless names or specific places are mentioned—and we’ll take it from there.” He rubbed his face. “The important thing is to record what frequencies are broadcasting and at what time. Oh, if you think about it, you might want to make a note on how strong the signal is, too.” 
 
    “That sounds like a lot,” Becca muttered. 
 
    Rondell nodded. “All that's important information for us to figure out what to do…its important information to have." 
 
    "Got it," Becca said as she settled into her chair and hunched over the notepad. She put the headphones back on, adjusted the volume to a tolerable level, then gave Rondell a big grin and a thumbs up sign. 
 
    "I'll sit here for a few minutes while you get the hang of it, and then, if you don't mind, I'm gonna hit the sack," he said as he jerked a thumb over his shoulder. 
 
    Rebecca turned and looked at the rumpled surplus cot in the corner. She nodded. "Got it!" 
 
    Rondell grinned, patted her on the back, and put his own headphones on, adjusting his dial to yet another radio. She didn't know what type of radio he was listening to, but his rig had a lot more dials and monitors than her own. She noted the starting frequency on her pad of paper and licked her lips. 
 
    Becca slowly turned the frequency knob to the right and watched the digital numbers increase as she scanned the airwaves. For a long time, she heard nothing but static. Every now and then something would warble, like an electronic squeal, but nothing that she would consider words.  
 
    She went all the way to the end of the dial, then reversed direction and went back the other way. Rebecca's eyes darted from the notepad, where she'd marked her starting frequency, back to the dial and watched the numbers draw closer and closer together.  
 
    Still nothing.  
 
    Then, after she'd gone beyond the starting frequency, she heard what sounded like a word. Her hand froze on the knob, and she quickly spun it back. Grimacing, she shook her head. Too far. She spun back to the left, slowly, and crept up on the suspect frequency. 
 
    "… shooting…" 
 
    One word—faint and scratchy with static—came through the background hiss. Becca's eyes widened. Her hand left the frequency knob and hovered over it. She was afraid to breathe, lest she lose the station. She closed her eyes, focusing on what she could hear, and willed the speaker to talk again. After a few seconds of hissing and popping static, she very carefully adjusted the knob a fraction of a degree to the right. 
 
    "…running…" The word was misshapen in her mind. Distorted, like the man speaking was at the far end of a tunnel. Becca shook her head, adjusted the knob one click to the left, and froze. 
 
    "… anyone hear me…can't…trying to get out…" 
 
    Rebecca immediately began to scribble on her notepad. She noted the time, the frequency, the strength of the signal, and tried to write down as fast as she could what the speaker was saying.  
 
    One second, she heard several words in a row loud and clear, the next, she only heard one word. Then there was a period of silence when she only heard popping and hissing static.  
 
    Then the speaker came back. She played with the frequency knob, clicking it left or right one way or the other every time she lost the transmission, and continued to play cat and mouse with the speaker. 
 
    Then the static cleared as if a fog had lifted. "…don't know how long I'm gonna be able to broadcast. Everything is falling apart. I've seen a couple people with these blue tattoos on their faces run by my house. They're shooting up the place. Don't know what's going on—if anybody can hear me, I hope you can get hold of the cops, because we sure can't. Is anyone out there? Hello, Santa Fe?" 
 
    “I’ve got something,” she said to Rondell without pausing her pencil on the paper. She was desperate to reply to the man, but she had no microphone, only a pencil and paper to record what he said.  
 
    Rondell's hand on her shoulder snapped her out of her thoughts. She blinked and looked at him, then removed the headset. 
 
    "Here, let me have the headset." 
 
    Becca handed over the headphones and watched as Rondell put the cups over his own ears, then manipulated the frequency knob with a masterful touch. His eyes darted between the frequency monitor and her notes, then nodded, and he glanced at her. He stared off in the distance for a second, nodded again, then took the headphones off and unplugged the jack. He plugged in another wire, and the speakers on his desk came to life with the sound of the man's voice. 
 
    "The cops came by before the second storm hit and warned everyone to go to the State Capitol. But I didn't want to leave my dad…I wish I knew what I was doing with this thing. I wish I knew if anybody can hear me. This is his radio gear. I don't even know how to use it right…is this thing even on?" 
 
    Rebecca's chest tightened as she heard the desperation in the man's voice. Though he talked about his dad, he clearly wasn't a kid like her. It sounded like a grown man visiting an elderly parent. She swallowed, her throat tight. He kind of sounded like her dad.  
 
    Becca closed her eyes and gripped the pencil to the point that she worried it might break. It's not dad. He's in Arizona. It's just someone else worried about their parents. 
 
    "Can anyone hear me?" the man said. "I've barricaded us in my parents’ house…we’re in downtown Santa Fe…what's going on out there? People are running everywhere and shooting…I'm trying to get a hold of the police or fire department. My dad's unconscious—I don't know what's wrong with him. He may have…may be having a heart attack or something. Please! Somebody talk to me!" 
 
    Rondell shook his head sadly and turned the volume down. "Poor man." 
 
    "Can't we talk back to him?" 
 
    "We can, but what good will that do? We don’t have any doctors and we can’t get to him, anyway." 
 
    "But…but Miss Caitlyn is a nurse—” 
 
    Rondell held his hand up. “And if she heard this, she’d be packing her bag to go to this man right now. To what end? She could give the guy a little emotional support but that’s about it—meanwhile, we’d be left without our most valuable medical support person.” 
 
    “But…but…if nothing else,” Becca persisted, “we can at least give him some peace of mind, right? That's not going to hurt us, will it?" 
 
    "Other than somebody triangulating our position based on our broadcast, no, I don't suppose there's any way we could get hurt." Rondell glanced at her for a moment. "But that doesn’t change the fact that there's literally nothing we can do for him. No one can go out in the storm to help. You realize that, right? The only thing we can do is try to talk to him…if he knows what he’s doing enough to hear us." 
 
    "Can’t we at least try?" 
 
    Rondell nodded and slid the desk mounted microphone over to her. He threw a couple of switches, then plugged in another wire. "Okay, to talk, just press that button when he stops talking." He turned up the volume and looked at her again. "Remember, you have to let go of the button, just like a walkie-talkie. If you hold it down, he won't be able to talk." 
 
    "Can anyone hear me?" the man all but cried. 
 
    Rondell pointed at her and nodded. Becca nodded and licked her lips. She pushed the transmit button and closed her eyes. "I hear you." 
 
    After a long moment of static, the man returned. "Thank you…thank you so much!" he sobbed. "W-where are you?" 
 
    Rondell gave her a dangerous look. Becca nodded. No details, got it. "I'm outside Santa Fe…I'm sorry, there's nothing I can do to help. We’re all trapped because of the storm." 
 
    She didn't hear words, but Becca heard the man sobbing in the background. "I…" Static interrupted him. "Thank you…just hearing someone else's voice…it's a big help." 
 
    Becca turned to look at Rondell with a See, I told you so look. He shrugged and grinned. She pushed the transmit button. "So…what's wrong with your dad?" 
 
    "He has diabetes…I think he's run out of medicine. He never does a good job keeping track of that stuff. That's one of the reasons why I came out to visit…the doctor asked me to check up on him, make sure he was exercising and eating right, that kind of thing…" 
 
    "I'm so sorry to hear that," Becca said, unable to think of anything else to say. 
 
    "Why is this happening?" the man wailed. 
 
    "I…I don't know," Becca said, uncomfortably aware of how young and fragile her own voice sounded. Rondell frowned, with his own, See, I told you so look. 
 
    After a long pause, the man’s voice returned to the speakers. "Where are the cops? It’s like they’re all gone! The phones don’t work, so we can’t call, but I would have expected to see at least one squad car out there with all the shooting going on." 
 
    Becca and Rondell looked at each other when the sound of gunfire popped over the speakers. “That sounded close!” she said into the mic. 
 
    “It was,” he whispered back. Another pause, and his voice came back louder. “I think they moved on…” 
 
    Becca cleared her throat. “We heard everyone was gathering at the capitol building…maybe that's where they went? We haven't seen too many in our location either." 
 
    "I get that they’re probably trying to take care of their own families…but we pay their salaries!" 
 
    Becca sighed before she pushed the transmit button. "I don't know if any of that matters anymore." 
 
    "Are things…are they really that bad?" 
 
    Becca looked at Rondell. He nodded sadly. She leaned close to the mic. "I think they might be." 
 
    They waited a long moment in silence, listening to static. Becca turned to Rondell. "Where did he go? Did I do something wrong?" 
 
    The older man shook his head. "Sometimes that's what happens. We might've lost the signal—could be a problem with his equipment, or the antenna on our end, or the storm intensified between us…atmospherics are hard to predict. Maybe he just walked away from the radio?" Rondell yawned.  
 
    "Is it okay if I keep listening?" Becca asked. “You could get that nap now.” 
 
    He put a hand on her shoulder and stood, his knees and back popping. "Knock yourself out, kid. I’m going to go lay down over here. If you need me or if anything big comes up, wake me, okay?" 
 
    Becca nodded as she watched him yawn again and shuffle over to the cot. She pushed the transmit button again. "Are you there? Can you hear me?" 
 
    Static was her only answer. Becca refused to give up. She continued to adjust the dial and went back to listening. If the apocalypse was really happening, then her only way of knowing where danger lurked and what was happening in the rest of the world would be through the radio.  
 
    Becca settled herself in the chair, adjusted her grip on the pencil, and listened. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Village Defense Force Headquarters 
 
    Valley Village Retirement Community 
 
    Santa Fe, New Mexico 
 
      
 
    Riley Stagg had never been so mad in his entire life. He stormed from the debriefing room and ignored the calls for him to come back. People in the hallway saw him coming and made a space for him to walk through. He clenched his hands into fists over and over again as he stomped through the house. He didn't know where he was going; he didn’t have a plan to go anywhere—he was trapped. The storm raged outside, and he didn't have any masks or goggles on him.  
 
    He ground his teeth thinking of his mother, somewhere out there, so close to home yet ripped away at the last second. Why would someone kidnap her? What did they want with her? What were they going to do with her?" 
 
    The tension became too much. He turned and swung his fist, punching a hole clean through the drywall of the hallway. The man who’d just passed him turned and stared in shock. Riley ripped his hand from the wall, ignoring the pain in his knuckles, and continued to distance himself from Chuck and General Deckert. He had to get away, he needed space, he needed to think.  
 
    He needed to plan. There was no way he was going to let his mother stay out there alone. He'd managed to bring Fiona and his grandfather safely through the storm to the Village—while fighting off cultists—he could totally find his mother. 
 
    A man with a rifle stepped in front of him. "Son, I don't know what's going on, but if you—” 
 
    Riley stopped and stared down at him. He felt the muscles in the side of his neck twitch, but didn't say a word. He waited until the man blinked and stepped back with his hands raised. 
 
    "Just trying to help," he said as he turned sideways to allow Riley to continue down the narrow hallway. 
 
    Everyone he met gave Riley the same double take. The same look of surprise mingled with fear, the same wide berth. He was in a foul mood, and it showed. 
 
    Riley’s thoughts looped back to the briefing. He couldn't believe Deckert could be so…heartless. He couldn't believe the people he'd risked his life to help had turned him down with the one request he'd ever made to them.  
 
    No one was willing to help him find his mother. No one.  
 
    He’d only known them a short time, but it felt like a lifetime's worth of betrayals all rolled into one moment, one fateful shake of the head, and one "I'm sorry, son…" 
 
    Riley glanced down at his knuckles, bleeding and throbbing. He scoffed and shook the injured hand. It figured. Now he’d have to get it bandaged before he went looking for his mom.  
 
    Shortly, he found himself in the living room command center. A few people glanced up at him from their work, but only one nodded briefly before going back to writing reports, looking at maps, or whatever it was they were all doing. Riley ignored the soft murmuring talk of the people in the command center as they relayed messages back and forth, coordinated with reconnaissance teams and scouts positioned around the neighborhood, and kept track of the storm, and the looters…and the Druids. 
 
    Shaking his head in frustration, Riley turned left and went down the hallway toward the kitchen. He needed space to think and everywhere he turned, there were people and more people. How many could fit in one house, anyway? 
 
    He burst through the kitchen door, opening his mouth to demand bandages when he realized the only person in the room was Fiona. She stood at the counter, leaning carefully on her good leg, which thrust her hip out at a pleasant angle. Riley stopped for a moment, his heart pounding for a different reason, and stared. He blinked, swallowed, and unclenched his hands. 
 
    Fiona turned and her face lit up when she saw Riley. She stepped away from the counter, winced as she put weight on her bad leg, then leaned back and grabbed the counter with both hands. 
 
    Riley rushed forward, knocking over a chair from the kitchen table in the process. "Are you okay?" he asked as he approached her side. 
 
    "Yeah, I'm fine…only hurts when I stand on it." 
 
    "Here," Riley said quickly as he turned and picked up the fallen chair. He offered it to her with a flourish. "Sit with me for a minute?"  
 
    She smiled, tucked one lock of curly hair behind an ear, and lowered herself slowly to the chair. “Thanks.” 
 
    Riley reached around her and pulled a second chair free from the table, then turned it around and sat backward on it, his arms resting on the chair back. “How you doing? Where’s the wheelchair?” 
 
    “I gave it up. There are older people here that really need it.” She looked away, then back at him. “What are you doing in here?" she asked with a smile. Then her eyes noticed his bloody hand. She gasped. "What happened?" 
 
    Riley felt the heat rising from his cheeks. "Uh…" he mumbled. "I kinda got into an argument with the wall." 
 
    She blinked at him, then took his hand in hers. Despite the pain in his knuckles, Riley thrilled at the simple touch of her fingers on his skin. Little bolts of electric lightning, not unlike the blue static electricity that danced across metal structures in the dust storm, danced up and down the backs of his legs. She turned his hand this way and that, then held it still while she reached for the open first aid kit on the table. "Looks like, in my medical opinion, the wall won." 
 
    Riley scoffed. "That's not what the hole says." 
 
    "You put a hole in Mr. Wright's wall?" she asked, her hand hovering over the bandages. 
 
    "Yeah…" Riley said, running his free hand through his hair. “I’m going to apologize about that and offer to fix it, now." 
 
    Fiona nodded as she started to dress his knuckles. "I have a feeling there's gonna be a lot of fixing things around here once the storms have moved through." 
 
    Riley sighed. He didn't know how to broach the subject, so he just blurted it out. "They're not going to help me look for my mom." 
 
    Fiona hesitated a second, then dabbed at his knuckles with a wet gauze pad. She squeezed his hand harder when he flinched and tried to pull away. "Hold still, you big baby," she scolded. 
 
    She remained silent while she tended to his knuckles, so Riley filled the empty air. "I mean…I helped carry Ms. Powell all the way across the neighborhood after we rescued Agent Sinclair. They were both with my mom…just hours ago! Owww," he added. 
 
    "Well, stop moving so much,” Fiona grumbled. 
 
    "You’d think,” Riley continued, staring at the wall, “the least they could do is help me look for her…" 
 
    "You’ve got to relax so I can take care of these knuckles…good grief, are you trying to break my hand?" 
 
    Riley forced himself to relax his hands and his arms. "Sorry…it's just…every time I think about mom out there alone…kidnapped—” 
 
    Fiona looked up from his knuckles. “Kidnapped? What do you mean, kidnapped?" 
 
    Riley sighed, settled into his chair, and explained what Agent Sinclair had relayed to him during the debriefing. "She doesn't know who did it, but she's positive that someone took mom. She and Ms. Powell were in the same car that crashed in front of the house where we found them during the firefight. She said she saw the tracks where they dragged someone from the car—it had to be mom. They know she was there—she was right there." Riley looked away as his eyes began to glisten. "And no one wants to help." 
 
    "Oh, I'm sure they all want to help," Fiona said as she opened up a sterile bandage and discarded the paper wrapping on the table. "I mean, you want to help my mom, don't you?" 
 
    Riley looked at her. "Of course I do, I told you that—” 
 
    “And you’re out there looking for her right now, aren’t you?" Fiona asked as she looked down at his hand and carefully wrapped his knuckles in white gauze. She glanced up at him quickly. "That doesn't mean that you don't want to help, does it?" 
 
    "No, but…" Riley sighed. "I see what you did there." 
 
    The corner of her mouth curled up in an impish grin that made Riley’s chest tighten. "It's good to see that your intelligence matches your looks." 
 
    Riley paused for a second. "Wait a minute…what does that…?" 
 
    Fiona laughed. "You’ll figure it out," she said as she patted his hand and released it. "Try not to punch any more walls, and in a couple days it should be good as new." She nodded at his hand as he massaged the injured digits. "If anything changes, like it starts to swell or gets infected or something like that, make sure you come find me or one of the others. We have a limited supply of antibiotics and antiseptics, so we’re not putting them on everybody for every little scratch. I have a feeling that they'll make an exception for you, though." 
 
    "Because of my mom?" Riley asked warily. 
 
    "No," Fiona said gently, "because you are the youngest and strongest male in this whole neighborhood. They need you." 
 
    Riley sat up a little straighter in his chair. "You know, I hadn’t ever thought about it that way." 
 
    "Well, don't let it go to your head," Fiona said with a laugh. She struggled to get to her feet, and Riley jumped up to help her as she limped over to the counter.  
 
    "What are you doing in here, anyway?" he asked. “I thought Miss Caitlyn was the one in charge…?” 
 
    “It's the middle of the shift change. Caitlin's off getting some sleep, and your grandmother’s getting food and checking on the troops. So, here I am, inventorying bandages, and cleaning up." She turned and looked at Riley. "And dressing people's hands after they decide to punch holes in walls." 
 
    "I haven't forgotten about your mom," Riley said abruptly. He stared out the window and watched the dust storm roll by, howling in rage. "She's out there somewhere, too." 
 
    Fiona was quiet for a moment and looked down at the counter. "I know," she sighed. "There's just nothing I can do from here. There's nothing anyone can do. We have no idea where she is. Well…I mean, I can guess where she went…" 
 
    "Did Nico and those Druid freaks take her to their hideout or something?" 
 
    "They called it a Grove,” she said, spitting the word. “But yeah, I'm betting that's where they took her." 
 
    "Do you know where it is?" Riley asked. "Because if you know, then maybe we can—” 
 
    Fiona shook her head. "I know it's somewhere in or near Old Town Santa Fe…but that's it. I've never been there, and mom’s never offered to take me.” 
 
    “Never?” 
 
    Fiona looked at him. “It's not like I haven't mocked her ever since she decided to join that weird cult. She probably hates me for that." 
 
    "She's your mom," Riley said as he reached out and gently put a hand on her shoulder. "Of course, she doesn't hate you. I don't know how anyone could hate you." 
 
    Without looking at him, Fiona put her hand on top of his. "That's sweet of you to say…but I treated her pretty bad." 
 
    As much as he wanted to stand there and let Fiona hold his hand, Riley could tell by her body language that she didn't want him that close. Reluctantly, he let go and leaned against the fridge. "Once grandpa gets some rest, he's gonna be raring to go out there after our moms. I don't know if anybody's told him how close she was, and that she might still be in the neighborhood somewhere." He shook his head. “He’s gonna lose it.” 
 
    Fiona snorted. "Far as I know, he’s still sleeping. We turned the guest bedroom into kind of a recovery ward. There’s several people in there that are spending most of their time asleep." 
 
    "That's probably good for everybody," Riley said as he crossed his arms. "Grandpa doesn't really like…well…people." 
 
    The laugh they shared felt good—restorative. Riley couldn't help but smile, thinking of the crotchety old man when he finally woke up and realized he was in a makeshift hospital. "Man, I wouldn’t want to be the person who has to explain everything to him, but I would love to be a fly on the wall when it happens." 
 
    Fiona smiled again, bright and wide. Then the smile faded, and the light left the room. She looked down. "So what are we going to do about our moms?" 
 
    Riley took a deep breath and let it out in a slow exhale. "Right now? In the middle of this stupid storm? Absolutely nothing. Once the dust settles, though—” 
 
    She snorted. “I see what you did there," Fiona muttered while he continued talking. 
 
    “—I'm sure the general will want to take time to assess the damages, figure out the best way to defend this place, and start going after the looters. Assuming there’s still a problem. Once everything is settled and everybody squared away, then I bet they'll turn to things like tracking down missing people." He shook his head and kicked at a pebble on the floor. "It's just not right." 
 
    "No, it's not, but I can see the wisdom of it," Fiona admitted. 
 
    "Then can you explain it to me, because I sure don't see it." 
 
    Fiona turned and leaned against the counter, watching him. "It's like this. If the general decides that we’re going to go tearing off into the storm looking for your mom, then he's suddenly obligated to look for my mom, right?" 
 
    "Well, he should—look at all we've been doing for these people…" 
 
    Fiona shook her head. "That's not the point. Once we start doing that, then somebody else will come up and want the general to send out people to look for their grandkids, or a friend, or missing neighbor, or a spouse…" 
 
    Riley felt the weight of disappointment settle on his shoulders. "I get it…we’ll open the floodgates, and the next thing you know, all we’ll be doing is running around looking for people." 
 
    Fiona nodded. She tucked a lock of loose hair over her ear again. "Which will leave this place and everybody in it completely open to attack from anybody that decides they want to take what we've got." She shook her head. "I don't like it, but I think it's the right thing to do." 
 
    "You're probably right…" Riley exhaled. 
 
    Fiona reached across and slapped him playfully on the arm. "Of course, I'm right. The real question is, what are you going to do until then? I already have a job," she said as she gestured at the kitchen/infirmary. "Until my leg heals, and I can walk around better than this, there's really nothing else I can do." She looked at Riley. "But you…you're making a pretty good soldier, from what I hear," she said, unable to hide her shining eyes. 
 
    Riley felt heat flush through his chest and up his neck. "Well…I mean, I'm just doing what they tell me to…" he stammered 
 
    Fiona laughed. "That was the weakest just doing my job ma'am I've ever heard!" 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Santa Fe, New Mexico 
 
      
 
    Each step the Inquisitor took through the relentless sandstorm brought home the message that he had failed. In his long—some would say legendary—career with the High Grove, he'd been at turns negotiator, delegate, assassin, leader, and defender of the faith. Never, in his 19-year service, had he ever been a failure. 
 
    Until now. 
 
    He kept his face lowered against not only the shame, but the storm, and struggled to find sure footing. Sand covered every visible surface, almost ankle-deep on the road. His Burberry loafers were fine on clear streets and in boardroom meetings, but for traction, they were…decidedly lacking. 
 
    He glanced over his shoulder through the murk of the storm and was relieved to see Cassandra Lavoy, the acolyte he'd rescued from the clutches of Nico, the upstart rebel, and her companion Isabel Stagg. Stagg, the poor woman, had been drawn into the local grove’s internal conflict—which had rapidly spiraled into a civil war of sorts—through no fault of her own. She wasn't even related to Milton Stagg, the old man who'd caused the problems with Nico—she just happened to be his daughter-in-law. Caught in the wrong place, at the wrong time.  
 
    The Inquisitor looked up at the stream of refugees: men, women, and children clutching personal effects, bags, suitcases—anything they could carry as they also struggled through the storm. The crowd was all clustered together, moving in groups as if huddled for safety in numbers. The mob of wretched refugees slowly worked their way west.  
 
    Fires licked at buildings on both sides of the road, casting an eerie glow, despite the thick shroud the sandstorm placed over everything. Coughs, screams, the wails of children…it all merged with the howling wind and the crackling roar of fires into a scene the Inquisitor would prefer to never see again. Every now and then, thunder boomed overhead, drowning everything out with a surreal normalcy. Of course, there was thunder and lightning. 
 
    It truly did look like the end of the world. 
 
    The Inquisitor smirked behind his mask. At any given moment, he half-expected the gods themselves to make their presence known at last and walk among mortals. Smiting those they deemed unworthy and blessing those that serve them, their manifestation would be the icing on the cake.  
 
    The smile faded from the Inquisitor's face. If the gods did appear, would they smite him or bless him? He’d served the gods faithfully and loyally in everything he did, every day of his life since joining the Grove. Even the people he'd killed out of necessity to protect the faith itself, he offered as sacrifices to the gods he served. Thus far, they had showered him with success upon success—to the point that he became the High Inquisitor. 
 
    To think that he'd stumbled and fallen so low…because of some backwater Grove that decided to consume itself with petty rivalries. The High Druid would be most displeased with his report. 
 
    The Inquisitor checked over his shoulder again. Lavoy and Stagg were still there, thank Brigid, but they definitely struggled. He had to get them to the safe house—quickly. 
 
    The debacle at the Drury only confirmed in his mind that they couldn't stay on the streets much longer. They needed shelter, and they needed it now. He needed time to pray and meditate—and perhaps make an offering. Above all, he needed guidance. 
 
    The Inquisitor snarled in silence as he tripped in the flour-like sand. He needed his bloody luck to change. 
 
    "Are you sure this is the way?" Cassie Lavoy’s voice called. It sounded to the Inquisitor like she was somewhere far in the distance instead of just over his right shoulder.  
 
    He turned his head. "Yes! Not much further, now—I see the cathedral up ahead." 
 
    The Inquisitor took comfort, perhaps for the first time in his life, that the Catholic Church consistently built its massive cathedrals on solid foundations. The Cathedral Basilica of St. Francis of Assisi, like so many other old edifices—at least old for the New World—was also built of solid stone. The fires consuming the rest of Old Town Santa Fe would not likely affect the Catholic bastion.  
 
    For once, the Inquisitor was glad of it. He led the two women away from the Drury Hotel, and the gunfire and chaos in the driveway, straight up to the back of the cathedral. It took up almost an entire city block—which gave credence and a heavy dose of legitimacy to the church, something that twisted a knife in the belly of the Inquisitor.  
 
    One goal that every member of the faith had striven for since time immemorial had been legitimacy. To stand on equal footing with such belief systems as Buddhism, Islam, and Christianity. Instead, for thousands of years, the true faith had been ridiculed, persecuted, and hunted at every opportunity. The Inquisitor knew all the propaganda and training the elders employed to counter this overwhelming psychological burden acolytes often carried—one seeks to destroy that which threatens.  
 
    In truth, the faith had been around much longer than Christianity ever had. Yet the early Christians—right up until a few hundred years ago—had hunted down practitioners of the faith with ruthless abandon. Only recently had the faith gathered a foothold in the New World and found conditions right for spreading its influence right under the nose of the oppressors. 
 
    The Inquisitor glanced up at the towering stone structure and sighed in relief. The wind was powerless against the massive cathedral. The Inquisitor was able to pull his two charges into the lee of the building for them to catch their breath. High up in the twin bell towers, the church was silent, save for the keening of the wind through the decorative stonework. He placed a hand on the yellow limestone blocks that made up the cathedral and smiled.  
 
    He expected the attendants inside to be ringing the bells furiously, calling people to the safety and shelter of the massive cathedral, then realized the church had probably been modernized. Electronic speakers, while more efficient and less costly than actual bells, needed electricity. And the world had been plunged into the Dark Ages once more. 
 
    "How much further?" Isabel Stagg asked as she gasped for breath and huddled next to the comforting stone wall of the cathedral. 
 
    "Perhaps two more blocks,” he replied, taking a breather himself. “Once you’ve caught your wind, we shall turn east. At least the storm will be at our back." 
 
    Acolyte Lavoy nodded. "I know a shortcut! We don't have to go all the way around the block. There's a restaurant on the corner up ahead to the east. We can cut through and it might give us some shelter from the storm at the same time. It’s like a walled compound that's part of a hotel." 
 
    The Inquisitor glanced north, back into the murk, and spotted muzzle flashes. The popping gunfire was barely audible over the roar of the storm. "Actually, I'd rather prefer avoiding hotels, if at all possible." 
 
    "For once, I agree with him," Isabel Stagg said. "I'm ready. Let's get this over with and get out of the storm." 
 
    "Quite." He led them off once more. They moved to the front of the cathedral and skirted between dust-covered pine trees that whipped in the wind, their tops bending precariously under the relentless onslaught of air and dust. Around the front of the cathedral, they once again encountered the wind at full bore, but thankfully, it was at their backs. The storm itself propelled them forward as if by divine right, and carried them, light on their feet, past the dust-covered statue of Francis of Assisi, his arms spread wide to welcome the animals to his preaching. 
 
    The Inquisitor subtly made the ward against evil with his hand, extending his index finger and pinky finger while they walked past the statue, then hurried forward across the car clogged street. The initial evacuation during the first dust storm must've gone poorly, judging by the number of cars left abandoned and covered in dust. 
 
    The further east they went beyond the cathedral, the streets narrowed into the old Spanish colony style, where the buildings weren’t terribly far from each other. The fire spreading through Santa Fe greedily consumed building after building, carried forward on the winds like a living creature. The glow of the blaze peeled back some of the dust-borne darkness that obscured their vision, and remarkably, the wind kept most of the smoke from their lungs. 
 
    They staggered forward, tripping every now and then on hidden objects under layers of sand, but caught each other, supported each other, and encouraged each other ever forward. The Inquisitor found he’d had quite the remarkable transformation—when he’d first encountered Isabel Stagg and Cassandra Lavoy. They both treated him with either indifference, skepticism, or outright fear. Yet all three of them were mere humans caught in the face of a monstrous natural event. They were helpless without each other and relied on each other to the extent that he no longer considered them mere responsibilities, but part of the shared human experience. Almost family. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    Eventually, they found the cross street and turned north, putting the brunt of the wind and storm on their left sides. The Inquisitor hunched forward, lifted his left arm to shield his face as much as possible, and led them on. The crowds had thinned momentarily—only a few people were out and about on the side streets. Gunshots grew louder and more frequent the further north they went. The cathedral, long since vanished into the storm, was only a memory by the time they reached the corner of Paseo de Peralta and East Alameda Street.  
 
    The Inquisitor had never even seen the restaurant/hotel Acolyte Lavoy had mentioned—the storm, and the smoke were too intense. He could only focus on the ground in front of him, the sand cresting his feet, and shuffling one foot in front of the other. 
 
    As they looped back toward the main road, he spotted flashlights winking through the storm. The crowd returned, the mass of humanity shuffling through the sand reappaeared, and their progress slowed. “I had hoped,” he said to his beleaguered charges, “to have avoided more of the crowd.” 
 
    “I thought it might have been like a traffic jam, you know?” Acolyte Lavoy complained. “Like, if we took a few side streets, we could get around most of them…” 
 
    “It looks like there’s even more people now than there was earlier,” the Stagg woman muttered. 
 
    The Inquisitor narrowed his eyes. They were close…he could feel it. But the sand in the air was blinding and he feared he’d been turned around in the storm. A knot of uncertainty formed in his stomach.  
 
    And then, like a vision—a gift from the gods—the safe house appeared in front of them across the street, emerging from the storm like a ship in fog. By comparison to the Drury Hotel and the massive cathedral, the safe house was no more than a small cottage. A shed, really, barely big enough for two people. But it was safety. And it appeared structurally sound from across the street. 
 
    "There it is!" he called out. 
 
    "How do we get through all these people?" Isabel said as she moved up on his right side, using him to shield her from the storm. 
 
    The Inquisitor frowned behind his mask. She spoke the truth. Curse it all. Clogging the streets in front of them were dozens, if not hundreds, of bedraggled, exhausted people dragging children and bags and clothing into the face of the storm. Hunched over, they shuffled forward, heads bent and hoods up, pulling, cajoling, and carrying children when need be. They cried, they moaned, they walked in silence. But they all moved together like a slow, constantly churning river. 
 
    As they watched the human drama in front of them, gunshots erupted again, much closer to their right. The Inquisitor turned his head to look but didn’t move. Lavoy and Stagg flinched and crouched. The crowd in the street screamed as one and pushed forward, shoving into the backs of those in front who didn't move fast enough. A ripple of fear crumpled the rear line and sent a shockwave forward that pushed everyone faster and faster, away to the west down Paseo de Peralta. 
 
    "Now is our chance," he said. He grabbed Stagg’s hand and made sure she took hold of Lavoy. He plunged into the stream of humanity, using his elbow and his shoulder to gently—when he could—force his way through the crowd. It took far longer than he’d imagined, and he'd been smacked and beaten about the head and shoulders as people reacted to his steamroller technique, but the Inquisitor managed to pull Lavoy and Stagg through the morass and emerge on the other side. 
 
    "This way,” he panted, “up to the porch, quickly now." They rushed down the sidewalk away from the panicked mob in the street and up the few steps to the wooden, mission style porch. When he’d first arrived in Santa Fe, the porch had been swept clean as if the caretaker had only recently departed. The storms had not been gentle, and the porch was covered in at least two inches of dust. A sand drift almost three feet high piled up against the door.  
 
    Before he could even get the key in the lock, Lavoy and Stagg shouted in alarm. He turned, and a young woman with two small children staggered through the storm out of the crowded street, her eyes pleading. She haltingly walked up the front steps. "Please," she begged behind a scarf that covered her lower face. She said something in Spanish to the two women on the porch. 
 
    On instinct, the Inquisitor had his pistol out in the blink of an eye. With a rock steady aim, he held it mere inches from the newcomer’s forehead. Her eyes went wide, her mouth opened in surprise, and her two swaddled children screamed in terror. 
 
    Instinct and training demanded that he squeeze the trigger and dispose of the possible threat. He'd seen the brethren of the local grove go absolutely insane and attack each other. He'd seen the desperation on the faces of the people in the streets, and he’d seen them use cars as weapons. There was no telling what the woman might do to defend her two children.  
 
    He narrowed his eyes. He still had an obligation, a duty, a sacred oath to fulfill regarding Lavoy and Stagg, and he wasn't about to let anyone—even a young mother with two children—stand in his way. Too many things had gone wrong for him to fail again. He held the woman's gaze for a long moment and debated whether to apply the extra ounce of pressure to the trigger. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Sounden, Arizona 
 
      
 
    Derek did the best he could to make Lisa comfortable in Hiram's old gas station. Using the headlamp as little as possible, he cleaned the wounds he found after taking care of her leg. She hissed and winced every time he dabbed at an open cut or scratch with medicated wipes, but after a while, she grew used to the unwanted attention. 
 
    At last, Derek sat back and sighed. "Okay…I think that about does it. Anything else?" 
 
    Lisa offered a weak smile and slightly shook her head. "No, thank you Dr. Stagg. Once the painkillers you gave me kick in, I think I'll be feeling pretty good…" 
 
    Derek nodded. "Good, as far as I know, other than your leg, most of your injuries are superficial." 
 
    She grimaced, "Sure doesn't feel superficial," Lisa muttered as she tried to shift to a more comfortable position against the wall. 
 
    "What I mean to say is, there's nothing life-threatening…I mean,” Derek started, then stopped, then started again. “If that leg of yours gets infected…" He shrugged, an empty gesture in the darkness. "I don't know what to tell you—there's not a whole heck of a lot I can do about it one way or the other." 
 
    Lisa groped about in the darkness until she found his hand with hers. “You've done far more for me than anybody else since the beginning of all this mess. So, thank you." 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. Anyone would have done the same.” 
 
    “But they didn’t. You did. Thank you,” she said, her voice getting thick.  
 
    Derek cleared his throat, then picked up her water and handed the bottle to her. "Make sure you keep hydrated, okay? I think that's about the only thing we can really control right now." 
 
    She wiped at her nose and eyes. "At least for now…how much water do we have?" 
 
    Derek sat back against the wall and opened the second bottle for himself. "Not enough. I brought in the case we had out in the car…the one we brought from my house. Hiram's got some stored away here, too…but we can't stay here." 
 
    Lisa nodded at the hesitation in his voice. "I get it…even if the whole town wasn’t trying to kill us, we wouldn’t stay here long." 
 
    "I just can't stop thinking about my kids…” Derek said, running a hand through his hair. “And now we’re going through this storm all over again," he said as he waved his free hand toward the front doors of the gas station. A gust of wind rattled the old wooden door in its frame, and bits of sand streamed in around the edges, adding to the little drift already piled up behind the front door. "It just won't stop." 
 
    Lisa leaned her head back against the wall. "It will…eventually. I just don't know when. Could be today, could be tomorrow…" Lisa snorted. "I don't even know what day today is…or if it's morning or evening…" 
 
    Derek glanced down at his watch. "Me neither, now that you mention it…my watch is busted." He picked at the broken face of his watch. “Must've smashed it when I was trying to rescue you." 
 
    Lisa closed her eyes and rubbed her wrists. "I still don't understand why they tried to keep me captive. It's not like I was withholding information from them or anything—they asked questions, and I gave them answers." 
 
    "I guess you didn't give them the answers they wanted to hear," Derek muttered as he sat next to her and rustled through the first aid bag. Now that Lisa was taken care of—who had by far the more serious injuries—it was his turn. The warning he'd given her about infection in her leg applied equally well to the cuts and scratches he suffered. 
 
    "It doesn't make any sense," Lisa said as she stared at the ceiling. "What kind of answers would they want? I’m a meteorologist, not a fortune teller…" 
 
    "I'm beginning to piece some things together about this town…” Derek said as he pulled out a pack of bandages and examined it in the weak light. “Hiram told me a few things." 
 
    Lisa continued as if she hadn't heard him. "I mean, what mayor wouldn't want the latest up-to-date information about these storms? What person in their right mind wouldn't want to be able to help the citizens of their own town?" 
 
    Derek sighed as he held a tube of antibacterial cream in his hand. "Someone who doesn't care about the people in the town. Someone who simply wants power for power’s sake." 
 
    Lisa coughed. "Doesn't that apply to any person who’s ever run for office?" 
 
    "Wow, cynical much?" Derek said out of the corner of his mouth as he unscrewed the cap on that cream. "From what Hiram told me, the mayor here has a lot of corruption running through her administration…and a healthy dose of nepotism." He looked at Lisa. "Did you know her grandson was involved in the death of Hiram's wife?" 
 
    Lisa blinked, the whites of her eyes barely visible in the dim light. "I had no idea…" 
 
    Derek nodded as he rubbed the antibacterial cream into a bandage and placed it over the back of his hand. He hesitated for a second, trying to remember if he’d washed his hands, then realized that when he took care of Lisa's injuries, he'd cleaned his own hands first. Derek shook his head. The longer he stayed awake without deep, restful sleep, the harder it was to concentrate on small things.  
 
    "From what Hiram told me, she pulled some strings to get her grandson out of jail early after a DUI charge. He went out looking for payback for the people who put him in the klink and found it in spades.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    Derek grimaced as he cleaned a cut on his arm. “A bunch of her relatives are on the police force…" Derek said as he fixed another bandage on his neck. "And most disturbing of all, when everything hit the fan, she went out and used contacts from legitimate cops to bring in some real unsavory characters as extra muscle." 
 
    "This wouldn't have anything to do with the trouble that cop told us about…?" 
 
    "The guy that stopped us at the offramp?" Derek asked.  
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    He grunted. "Yeah, nah—he wasn't a cop." 
 
    Lisa gasped. "What? I mean, his partner looked a little scruffy…" 
 
    Derek nodded. “He wasn't a cop, either. In fact, once they tied you up, the mayor put a hit out on me. She sent those fake cops to kill me." 
 
    As the realization sank in with his own words, Derek's hands began to tremble. He looked down, and in the dim light, didn't see his clean—if raw and cut—hands in front of him. He only saw the blood on his hands from the Sedona fire station.  
 
    He closed his eyes, but the memory wouldn’t leave. The woman had attacked him, and he'd been forced to defend himself—but he never meant to shoot her. She’d clawed at his face. His heart rate quickened. Her partner lay unconscious on the floor, and she’d jumped at Derek like a wild animal, biting and clawing, screaming in rage. It was all he could do to keep her from tearing his face off. Then the gun had fired like a thunderclap and her blood leaked all over him. 
 
    Derek opened his eyes and pulled his knees up to his chest. He gripped his legs to keep his hands from shaking.  
 
    “Hey…” Lisa whispered. 
 
    Derek shook his head. The memory looped. She jumped at him again, hands outstretched like claws.  
 
    “It’s okay…” 
 
    Derek looked away. It'd taken him a long time to wash the blood off. And yet his hand still felt warm, sticky, and wet with the crimson liquid that had smeared all over him in the aftermath of the struggle. He felt his gorge rise and closed his eyes, forcing himself to think of his family, anything to get the terrible thoughts out of his head. 
 
    A gentle hand on his shoulder snapped him back to reality. His breathing came in ragged bursts, and sweat dripped down his face. Derek swallowed, his mouth dry, and nodded. "I…I'm okay…" 
 
    "Really? ‘Cause it looks to me like you're having a panic attack…” Lisa said in a not unkind voice. 
 
    Derek shook his head. "For…for a second there…I was back in Sedona…" 
 
    Lisa squeezed his shoulder, then pulled her hand away. "I know," she whispered. "When you looked at your hands, you had the same expression on your face after…" She looked down at the water bottle in her own hand and turned it over, making the plastic crinkle and pop in the tomb-like silence that surrounded them. Outside the thick cinderblock walls of the gas station, the storm raged, but inside, it'd been reduced to a hissing whisper. 
 
    "I'm okay now," Derek said with more strength in his voice than he felt. He continued to pull out bandages and apply them to the cuts on his shaking hands. At least his legs didn't have any injuries like Lisa's bullet wound. He groaned as he felt a slight swelling on his ankle. "I think I twisted my ankle in the explosion, though." 
 
    "You were limping,” Lisa admitted. “Not as bad as me,” she added with a smile in her voice, “but I could tell you were in pain when we left." She put her hand on his shoulder again. "Thank you again for coming back for me. I had no idea things were so bad in this town." 
 
    Derek nodded and shrugged away her hand. "Don't worry about it. I told you I would get us both to Santa Fe, and I intend to keep that promise.” He put his hands in his lap and rested his head against the cool cinderblock wall. “But I think we might have to leave before the storm is over to make that happen." He grimaced as he touched his ankle again. "The people that caused all the problems, the gang that came through town shooting up the place…the ones Larry, the cop at the roadblock, told us about. They’re the cops." 
 
    Lisa gasped again. "No," she whispered. "Wait, how do you know this?" 
 
    “Well, Hiram told me," Derek said as he pulled up his pant leg and lowered his sock. Even in the dim light, he could tell the skin around his ankle was puffy and angry red. He’d definitely torqued it. "But the cop that came to kill me confirmed everything." 
 
    "Wait, he legit came here to kill you?" Lisa demanded, her big eyes glistening in the dim light. "My God, what happened?" 
 
    Derek looked away. "Hiram killed him. He's right on the other side of that wall," Derek said with a weak gesture toward the far wall. "Probably buried in the sand by now." 
 
    Lisa was silent for a long moment, then she took a shuddering breath. "Good." 
 
    Derek looked at her. "Okay, that's not exactly the reaction I was expecting…" 
 
    Lisa wiped her eyes. "Since everything started, we've been almost killed by falling rocks, been in car crashes, shot at by strangers—I've been kidnapped—we've been carjacked…” She ran both hands through her hair and growled in frustration. “Derek, I'm sick and tired of it. Just because everything has gone crazy—temporarily—doesn't mean the world is actually ending.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Derek agreed. 
 
    “But everybody seems to be acting that way,” she continued, gathering steam. “It's turning into a self-fulfilled prophecy, and I, for one, am tired of it. These fake cops, they're going to get everything they deserve…just like those people that attacked you at the fire station," Lisa said. "I'm sorry if you don't like hearing it, but that man and his woman were going to kill you. I don't even know what they were going to do to the rest of us they’d captured.” She rubbed her face. “It seems like all the bad people in the world are trying to take advantage of the situation, and I’m scared that millions of people are going to suffer as a result. I'm tired of it!" 
 
    Derek nodded. "You got some steel in that spine of yours, Doc." He grunted. "It's funny…when those two people attacked me in the fire station, I acted on instinct, because it was just me." 
 
    "Just you?" Lisa asked, an accusing tone in her voice. "If they'd gotten through you, how long you think me and my busted leg, and Carmen — as old as she is — could have held off those two drugged out thugs?" 
 
    Derek raised his hand. "No, I don't mean…I mean…if it'd been my kids that they were threatening…I wouldn't have thought twice about putting them both in the dirt. I just…I don't know. I froze up, and it almost got me killed…I don’t want it to happen again, you know?" 
 
    Lisa smiled, her teeth flashing in the dim light. "Well, I think you've done a pretty good job since then of not freezing up. Let's just…” 
 
    “Let’s what?” Derek asked as her words trailed off to silence. 
 
    “Uh…what's that?" Lisa asked as she pointed toward the front door. 
 
    Derek scrambled to his feet and reached for the captured pistol. "What’s what?" he asked, fear driving his heart rate up again. 
 
    "I swear I just saw something move out there…in the parking lot beyond the gas pumps!" 
 
    "Stay put and stay quiet," Derek ordered. He checked that the pistol had a round in the chamber, then moved toward the front door. He peered out into the darkness, willing his heart to slow down before it burst through his ribs.  
 
    Swirling sand, occasionally lit by a flash of lightning in the distance, obscured his vision. A split second later, a gust of wind stirred the sand just right, and Derek got a view through the maelstrom toward the gas pumps that crackled with blue electricity.  
 
    "You're right!” he called over his shoulder. “I think I see somebody out there, they just dropped to the ground next to the gas pumps." 
 
    "Is it the cops? Or…uh, the not-cops—whoever they are? Wait—what are you doing? Don't go out there!" 
 
    Derek had already unlocked the front door and pulled it in. The storm howled and raged and sent a cloud of sand billowing into their sanctuary. 
 
    "I think it's Hiram! Even if it's not, I have to check it out. Stay here, I'll be right back." 
 
    He cut off Lisa's surprised reply as he pulled his safety goggles up over his eyes and stepped out into the storm. He left his mask inside, but shut the door and charged forward, anyway. Derek held his breath until he crossed the parking lot and gave the gas pumps a wide berth. The unearthly blue glow crackled with energy as the static electricity climbed up and down the gas pumps. He leaned forward into the stinging wind and immediately regretted not bringing gloves. But he didn't have time to worry. 
 
    If the person he approached was one of the cops, he had a real chance to take them by surprise. If it was Hiram, then every second he wasted trying to gear up might mean the difference between the old man surviving or not. 
 
    Whoever it was, the fact that they were face down in the sandstorm meant that they weren't doing well. Derek struggled forward and tripped the last few feet before the prone body on the ground. He fell painfully to his knees, then scrambled on his hands and knees closer to the inert form. Even over the smell of dust and dirt in the air, Derek detected the acrid odor of charred hair and clothing. It was Hiram. 
 
    "Hiram!" he yelled over the wind, then immediately regretted opening his mouth. Coughing, Derek pulled the old man onto his back. Thankfully, he still wore a mask, but his goggles had long since disappeared. 
 
    "If you can hear me, keep your eyes closed! I need to get you inside!" 
 
    The old man said something—Derek saw the facemask move, but couldn't hear over the storm. He quickly patted down the old man to check for obvious wounds like broken bones, and found several wet patches on Hiram's sides and torso. 
 
    "I really hope you haven’t been shot…" he muttered as he struggled to get up and drag the old man by his shoulders back to the gas station. For once, Derek didn't worry about the tracks he left. The deep ruts in the dust deposited by the previous storm were erased by the time he reached the gas pumps.  
 
    He shifted his position and slipped his arms under Hiram's armpits, then stood and clamped his mouth shut against the brunt of the storm as he walked backward, risking glances over his shoulder with every other step. 
 
    Finally he reached the main door, and to his surprise, it opened and he saw Lisa's frightened face behind goggles and a mask. "Derek!" 
 
    "It's Hiram," Derek yelled over the storm. "Help me get him inside!" 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    The Grove Safe House 
 
    Santa Fe, New Mexico 
 
      
 
    Isabel froze at the sight of the Inquisitor, his arm out, pistol aimed straight at the young woman's head. "No!" she yelled. "Don't shoot!" Afraid to rush forward, lest she force the man into shooting the unarmed mother in front of her children, Isabel remained fixed in place, her hands outstretched. 
 
    The Inquisitor's face was a mask of granite, but the skin at the corner of his right eye twitched. His gaze flicked toward Isabel, then back to the woman in front of him. 
 
    "P-p-please…" the young, dark-haired woman said. She hunched lower and huddled her two small children to her side, closed her eyes, and lowered her head. A string of rapid, mumbled Spanish tumbled from her mouth. 
 
    Isabel burst, finally able to free herself from the momentary paralysis. "For God’s sake, she's praying! Don't shoot her!" She stepped forward on trembling legs between the Inquisitor and the young mother. "Don't shoot her. Please." 
 
    The assassin blinked, then lowered his weapon and took a step back, like he’d just woken from a trance. "I didn't…I don't want to…" 
 
    Isabel ignored him and turned to wrap her arms around the terrified younger woman. Cassie was there by her side a second later. They whispered comforting words to the young woman and tried to calm her down. "It's okay…it's okay, you're not going to be hurt. You just startled him, that's all…" 
 
    Cassie focused on the children. The young boy threw his head back and wailed. 
 
    Isabel glanced over her shoulder. The Inquisitor had already shifted his gaze further out toward the street, seeking threats in the swirling maelstrom of sand and dust funneled down the road. Shadowy forms continued to stream west along the old Santa Fe Trail. "We need to get inside," he said simply. 
 
    "Then open the door already,” Isabel snapped, “and we’ll bring them inside." 
 
    The Inquisitor looked down at her. His blue eyes were as cold as a glacier, and the sight sent a chill down Isabel’s spine. "No. Just you two—I swore no oath to her or her children." 
 
    "You almost shot them," Isabel hissed as she removed herself from the huddled mass on the front porch and confronted the Englishman. 
 
    The cocky smirk returned to his face. "My dear, if I'd wished to harm them, they would not still be breathing." The smile vanished. He glanced past Isabel out into the storm again. "We’re running out of time." He glanced down at Cassie and the young mother and her children. "Send them away, and we’ll get inside. She's not the only one out there." 
 
    "Surely, we can bring them inside, at least get them out of the storm," Cassie pleaded. 
 
    The Inquisitor tensed. Isabel placed a gentle hand on his arm. The muscles underneath the expensive, dusty, tattered suit jacket were hard as iron. "They're scared half to death…probably haven't had much sleep in the last 24 hours. What harm would it be in letting them inside with us?" she asked gently. 
 
    "It's not her that I'm worried about. It's them," he said as he tilted his head toward the street. 
 
    Isabel turned and noticed five or six more people staggering through the wind and sand down the short walk from the road. One of them shouted to the others, and they huddled together, then approached. 
 
    "It's only a couple people. Let them in, too," Cassie said, irritated at the delay. "My skin feels like it's on fire. Can we please just get inside now?" 
 
    Still, the Inquisitor hesitated at the front door. "And when the people in the street see us let her and her children in," he said with a nod toward the young, terrified mother, “and then those people coming toward us now…how long do you think it will be before the rest of them decide they want inside, as well?" 
 
    "Well, this house doesn't look that—" Isabel began. 
 
    "Madam, I assure you, we don't have enough space for everyone in Santa Fe." 
 
    "I never suggested that we should take in the entire town," Isabel said, biting her words in irritation. She put her hands on her hips. The tone of voice she wielded against the Englishman usually had the desired effect when turned against her husband. But the assassin was having none of it. 
 
    "We take in no one," he said flatly. 
 
    "After you just waved a gun in her face and threatened to kill her?" Cassie blurted. "The least we could do is bring her and her children inside…" 
 
    "I swore an oath to protect—" 
 
    "Your oath means nothing to me," shouted Isabel. The Inquisitor blinked and took a step back. "My safety is tied to that of these two children. The whole reason I'm even in this town is because I'm trying to reach my children," she argued. "I will not stand aside and let these poor babies stay out here in this storm any longer." 
 
    The Inquisitor glanced at Isabel, measured her resolve, and stared down at the woman and children. "Fine. Bring them inside. Now." 
 
    "Hey, wait for us, bro!" one of the men yelled from the sidewalk. He rushed up, tripped on the sandy steps, and caught himself on the porch railing. He looked up, wiped sand and dust from his face, and smiled. His face was caked in dust and muddy tears, and his eyes were swollen and bloodshot. "Hey man, I really appreciate it. The storm out there is nasty and there's people out there shooting—” 
 
    The Inquisitor placed himself between the newcomer, and Isabel, Cassie, and the young mother. "It wasn't an open invitation. I'm sorry, lad." 
 
    The dusty man wiped his face again and blinked. "What?" 
 
    Isabel saw the Inquisitor’s shoulders tense. She turned to Cassie, who stared back at her with wide eyes. "Help me get her inside,” she whispered. “Hurry…" They turned and hustled the young mother and her two children inside but left the front door open. Sand and wind wrapped around the house and blew little eddies of dust through the front door, but it was a small price to pay to make sure the Inquisitor had a way in the building. 
 
    He held out a hand to stop the young man from coming any closer and glanced over his shoulder. His eyes met Isabel's in the doorway. He gave one brief nod, then turned back to the young man and raised his pistol. "I advise you to leave this place, and forget you ever found it. There are other houses around here—go break into one of them, if you must, but leave this house. This is your only warning. I beg you to heed it." 
 
    "Screw that!" the young man exploded. "I've had people pointing guns at me all day and saw somebody shoot my best friend! I been stuck out in the storm, running from the fires, and haven't had anything to eat, drink, or even any rest for the past day and a half! Go ahead and shoot me, but I'm not leaving!" 
 
    "Neither are we!" two other people said as they rushed up the sidewalk. “You gotta let us in!” 
 
    "You can't shoot all of us!" 
 
    Isabel swallowed. By the look on the Inquisitor’s face, she wasn't so sure about that. 
 
    "Quite right, old boy," he said in a friendly tone. He turned his head to face the other newcomers on the porch, but the gun never wavered so much as a millimeter from the young man's forehead. "I will, most likely, be unable to dispatch all four of you before at least one of you gets lucky and takes me down.” 
 
    “Yeah,” one of the others muttered in agreement. 
 
    “But I promise you,” the Inquisitor continued in a calm, deadly tone, “I will take at least three of you with me to the afterlife.” He turned and stared at the young man on the front porch. "Starting with you. Have you made your peace with whatever higher power you believe in? Because my gods demand a sacrifice, and I have yet to heed their call." 
 
    A long moment of silence stretched before them, broken only by the mournful wail of the sandstorm. 
 
    "W-what?" the second man on the porch breathed. 
 
    "Yo…" the young man staring down the gun said as he stuck out a hand and tried to shoo his erstwhile compatriots off the porch. "Backup…this guy…back up…he’s loco, man. Back up. Back up!" 
 
    "You gonna let him threaten you like that? There's four of us!” another one said as he emerged from the storm. 
 
    "Look at his eyes,” the man in front of the gun wailed. "He's gonna kill me!" 
 
    "I urge you to listen to your friend here,” the Inquisitor said to the others. “I have enough blood on my hands for one day. I'd like to go clean them instead of adding more deaths to the tally.” He sighed. “But know that if I pull this trigger, your demise will mean absolutely nothing to me." 
 
    "Please," Isabel said. "Just leave…" 
 
    "Stay out of this, madam," the Inquisitor warned calmly over his shoulder. 
 
    "No! This ain't right, you let them inside…you let that other woman with her kids inside! We saw it—” one of the newcomers blurted. 
 
    “Yeah! You can't just—” his friend added. 
 
    One of the others decided to use the heated conversation is a distraction and lunged for the Inquisitor. He managed to knock the pistol aside before the shot was fired, and the bullet tore a chunk out of the porch roof instead of the first man's forehead. 
 
    Isabel gasped, and made to shut the door, but the speed with which the Inquisitor leapt into action froze her in place. 
 
    He twisted his wrist and broke his attacker’s grip. The gun went off again, and the man who'd grabbed him crumpled to the ground. The other men, spurred into action by the loss of one of their comrades, rushed him at once. The Inquisitor fired another shot, and a second man fell, clutching his leg. Isabel took a step back into the doorway as Cassie, the young mother who taken shelter inside, and her two kids, all screamed in terror. 
 
    The remaining two attackers slammed into the Inquisitor and the gun clattered to the porch in the confusion. A second later, the assassin had shoved the two men back, maneuvered himself a little breathing room, and then went to work. 
 
    Watching the Inquisitor move was like seeing a world-class ballet performance in person. He ducked under punches, absorbed those he couldn't dodge with little more than a grunt, and returned each strike of his opponents with two of his own. His fists and elbows struck like lightning, always with a double impact.  
 
    First one arm lashed out, and an elbow crunched into a jaw. Then the opposite arm struck the sternum. He spun, one punch to the inner thigh, buckling an attacker as the pressure point exploded, while the second fist caught his chin coming down with a vicious uppercut. He spun, lashed out with one dusty dress shoe and took down the last man with a roundhouse kick to the head. 
 
    He stepped back, assured himself that there was no remaining threat, and adjusted his suit. He leaned over the body of the first man he'd killed, bent down and retrieved his pistol as if he’d just found a crumpled dollar bill on the ground. The second man he'd shot writhed on the floor, under a growing puddle of arterial blood. 
 
    "Please, you’ve got to help me…" the young man groaned as he held up a bloody hand in front of his face, attempting to ward off any further violence. 
 
    Isabel watched the Inquisitor calmly aim his weapon at the man's forehead and pull the trigger. The gunshot sounded like a blast of thunder, and the bullet drove the man's head into the floorboards with a final wet smack. 
 
    Behind her, Cassie fainted and fell to the floor with her own answering thud. 
 
    The Inquisitor turned to the other two wounded men, attempting to gather themselves off the floor. "You're a murderer!" 
 
    "You're crazy!" 
 
    The Inquisitor turned and looked at them, his head cocked slightly to the side. "Yes. Yes I am." 
 
    The stronger one struggled to pull his wounded comrade off the porch and disappeared into the storm, tripping twice. They fell on the sidewalk, and in a multitude of curses in English and Spanish, finally pulled themselves upright and disappeared. 
 
    "I fear we haven't seen the end of this," the Inquisitor said as he stepped over the bodies and entered the house. He shut the door behind him without any more concern than if he’d just come home from work. "Word will spread of what transpired here, and if my hunch is correct, trouble will almost certainly return." 
 
    Isabel blinked at him, her hands trembling as she watched the Inquisitor calmly lock the deadbolt. He holstered his pistol, dusted his jacket off, and removed his face mask and goggles, revealing white patches of skin in the yellow dust that coated his face. "I do apologize for such an unseemly display of violence. I trust you are unharmed?" 
 
    The calm, measured formality was a slap to Isabel's face after watching such brutal, murderous activity on the front porch. 
 
    "How…" She blinked and took a step back. The man was a stone-cold killer, thought nothing of dispatching two men—and executed the poor man he’d first shot in the leg. "How could you…" 
 
    "They represented a clear and present danger to not only my life, but yours…and the woman and children I've taken under my protection." 
 
    "I don't think she wants protection like that," Isabel said as she stared at the blubbering woman and her children. She spoke Spanish so fast that Isabel had no hope of understanding her, but the wide, bloodshot eyes and tears streaming down her face as she clutched her children to her chest explained everything. The poor woman was terrified and with good measure.  
 
    The Inquisitor glanced at the young woman and her children, then back to Isabel, before his eyes settled on Cassie's unconscious form in the middle of the room. “Is she injured, or merely overcome?" 
 
    Isabel blinked. "W-what?" 
 
    The Inquisitor looked at her. Those cold, dead, blue eyes bored right through her. "Is Ms. Lavoy injured? Or was she simply overcome with fear?" 
 
    Isabel tore her gaze away from the intimidating assassin and stared down at Cassie's unconscious form. "She…she fainted…"  
 
    "Good,” he said, simply. “I would be most distressed if she'd taken injury." He turned and looked at Isabel. "Although I suppose it would serve her right. You two nearly got us all killed." 
 
    “Excuse me?” Isabel breathed.  
 
    He stepped past her and loosened the remaining buttons on his shirt. "Oh, bollocks…they’ve torn my shirt." He turned and looked at Isabel, pulling the suit coat away to show the ragged tear in his formerly white dress shirt. "Do you have any idea how expensive these shirts are?" He glanced down at his suit. "And there's blood on my coat!" 
 
    He turned, mumbling to himself about the damage done to his clothing as he stepped into the small kitchen. Isabel followed, unsure what else to do. Indignation rising in her, she narrowed her eyes. "You're worried about your stupid suit? You just killed two people—you executed that poor man out there!" she said, her voice rising with every word. 
 
    The Inquisitor seemed unfazed by her verbal assault. He calmly removed his coat, examined the bloodstain and dust and dirt on the front, then sighed and draped it carefully over one of the wooden chairs at the small table. "They weren't the first people I've killed today, and they won't be the last—thanks to your foolishness by inviting this woman in." He turned and smiled at the young mother. "No offense meant, madam. I am most delighted to make your acquaintance, of course—and now that you share our roof, will do everything in my power to assure your safety and the survival of your children." He gave her a formal bow. 
 
    "So what are you going to do, change your clothes? What can we do about the bodies on the porch? What are we going to do about—” 
 
    "I intend to change into clean clothes, yes. I believe I have some here," he said calmly as he untucked his shirt and began to unbutton it. The hard muscles of his chest stood out in stark relief against the white undershirt he wore. 
 
    "But—” Isabel began over the constant hysterical shrieks of the  children. 
 
    "As for the bodies on the porch," the Inquisitor continued calmly, "they may stay there while they rot. Your concern over the young man I…executed…is admirable, but unfortunately, the first shot had severed his femoral artery. You are aware of what happens when the femoral artery is cut, yes?” 
 
    “I…yes,” Isabel said, “but—”  
 
    “The amount of blood he'd already lost,” the Inquisitor said, barely noticing she’d spoken, “indicated that he would soon die a painful death over the next several minutes. I merely provided him a mercy and sent him on his way to the gods." The Inquisitor removed his shirt, clucked his tongue at the damage done in the fight, and laid it gently on top of the suit coat. He turned to her, and in the dim light, the hard muscles of his arm stood out like mountain ranges. "And as for the trouble we will face, I assume by now that the men who escaped have gone off and told other people out in the street that there is shelter here, and that we have something worth protecting inside. Something worth killing over.” He sighed and looked at her like a tired parent. “In a situation such as this, I imagine rumors are already flying that we have stockpiles of food and water hidden in this house. My intention therefore is to evacuate as soon as possible. Allow me to change clothes, and then we shall see to the preparations." 
 
    Isabel blinked again. "You want to change clothes and evacuate in the middle of this?" She turned and gestured at Cassie's still unconscious form, the dusty, crying mother and her two terrified children, the dust on the floor, and his bloodied clothes at the table. "We're knee deep in the end of the world!" 
 
    The Inquisitor inclined his head and offered a slight smile. "That may be, my dear, but one must have standards—even in the bloody apocalypse. Now, if you'll excuse me, madam, I desire at least a modicum of privacy while I change." 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Village Defense Force Headquarters 
 
    Valley Village Retirement Community 
 
    Santa Fe, New Mexico 
 
      
 
    Dana walked through the crowded house down the hallway toward the kitchen—which had been turned into an impromptu medical bay. Several retired people lay stretched out on cots and chairs dragged into the kitchen. Yellow sand covered most of the linoleum floor, and empty bandage wrappers and first-aid kits lay scattered on every horizontal surface. A large matronly woman wearing a bloodied apron bustled back and forth between patients, followed by a younger woman with a severe limp.  
 
    Dana stepped into the kitchen and rapped on the door frame. The young woman looked up and brushed a lock of curly red hair from her face. She smiled. "Don't think I’ve met you. Are you hurt?" 
 
    "I'll be fine," Dana said. "I was wondering if you'd seen Riley or Rebecca Stagg?" 
 
    At the mention of Riley's name, the young woman's eyes flared. "What do you want them for?" the young woman asked. She looked older than Riley, but was at least a decade younger than Dana herself.  
 
    Dana fought to hide a smile at the thought that the younger woman had a jealous streak. "I'm Special Agent Dana Sinclair with the FBI. I was tracking his mother and Kathy Powell—that woman right there," she said as she pointed to Kathy, sleeping in the corner, "and followed them here. His mother was kidnapped, and General Deckert just refused a rescue mission. He stormed out of the meeting, but I need to talk to him." 
 
    “That poor thing,” clucked a matronly woman old enough to be Dana’s mother. She busied herself with first aid kits and medical supplies spread out along the kitchen counter. 
 
    The girl shook her head. "I didn't know any of that," she said softly. She glanced at the older woman who appeared to be in charge of the makeshift infirmary, who nodded. 
 
    "She's with the FBI, dear, you may as well tell her." The other woman looked Dana up and down and put her hands on her generous hips. "I have a feeling she’ll be able to find him, anyway, so there’s no sense in protecting him." 
 
    “I don’t want to arrest him,” Dana protested. “I want to make sure he’s not going to do something rash and run out into the storm on his own.” 
 
    The redhead sighed. "He went toward the radio room, the last I saw. He didn't look happy, either." 
 
    "No, I imagine not—thanks," Dana added as her hand trailed from the doorframe. 
 
    She went down the hall and found a cluster of armed men sipping juice boxes and sports drinks at the end of the hallway. Light glowed from the room—the first real artificial light she'd seen since the power went out—and Dana worked her way forward to the door.  
 
    Inside, she found what looked like a hobbyist’s radio shack. Glowing equipment with knobs and displays covered one wall. Wires snaked across the ceiling and walls, heading up into the attic or connected to speakers positioned around the room. The far wall, next to a window, sported a sagging bookcase chock full of books, papers, notebooks, and office supplies.  
 
    Several coffee mugs had been perched on corners, books, over the corner of the desk, bookshelves, and whatever other handy surface was nearby. An older man wearing large, over-the-ear headphones leaned over a book and turned a radio dial, his face glowing blue and orange in the dim light of the displays. 
 
    Rebecca Stagg stood behind him. 
 
    She looked up at Dana and her face darkened. "If you're here to tell me that the needs of the many outweigh the needs of the few, save your speech—I'm not interested. I want my mom back just as much as Riley." 
 
    "I'm not here to tell you that," Dana said as she nodded toward the radio operator, who nodded back, surprised to see a stranger. “But I was looking for your brother.”  
 
    The old man pulled bulky headphones from his ears. "I'm sorry, who are you?" 
 
    Dana reached out her hand. "Dana Sinclair, FBI.” 
 
    The radio man blinked, then turned his bulk on a swivel chair and stood. He looked younger than the general but was in far worse shape and appeared not to have slept in several days. His grasp was firm and strong, though. "Rondell Wright. Welcome to my home, Agent Sinclair. Or, I guess I should say welcome to headquarters." 
 
    "Have you seen Riley Stagg?” 
 
    “Afraid not, ma’am.” He glanced over his shoulder at Rebecca. “His sister’s right here…” 
 
    Dana held her hand up. “I just want to make sure Riley’s not going to charge out into the storm on his own looking for his mother. He’s not in trouble.” She sighed. “He’s not easy to find.” 
 
    Rebecca smirked. “He’s good at disappearing when he’s in trouble.” 
 
    “Is there anything else I can help you with?” asked the radio man. 
 
    Dana sighed as she looked at all the gear squeezed into the room. “This is quite an impressive radio operation you've got here, Mr. Wright." 
 
    "Please—call me Rondell. If the general allowed you to stay here, then we can be on a first name basis," he said with an easy grin. "Yup," he said as he turned toward the radio setup, "this here's my HAM shack. You may or may not have noticed the big antenna up over the roof…we got everything unhooked for the storm, but once the skies clear again, we can talk all the way around the world with this rig." 
 
    "Have you gotten any word from the East Coast?" 
 
    Rondell glanced at Rebecca. "Well, I’ve heard some news…" 
 
    "What is it?” Dana asked. “I could use a distraction…any word on the East Coast?"  
 
    "Yes, as a matter of fact," Rondell answered. He hesitated for a moment. "If you have friends or family back there…I'm afraid the news isn't good.” 
 
    "I suspected as much,” Dana admitted with a sigh. “I haven’t been able to get in contact with headquarters for at least 24 hours.” 
 
    Rondell nodded. "Whole East Coast—pretty much everything east of the Mississippi—is in the dark with the rest of the country. I can't say when the last time the entire country had a power outage was…maybe never…" He pursed his lips. "Anyway, things are bad." 
 
    "How long has the power been out over there?" asked Dana. 
 
    "Not that long—maybe 12 hours or so. The problem is all the rioting. At least from what I could gather before we had to unhook the big antenna. "The major cities went dark as soon as the power went out, so everybody's been watching what's happened out west: the destruction of Los Angeles, the burning of Seattle and Portland—all that stuff. So, when the power went out, according to my sources, everybody lost their minds. New York City is on fire right now. Well, maybe not all of it…but at least half the city. Manhattan is a war zone." 
 
    Dana sagged against the wall. "This can't be happening." 
 
    Rondell nodded, the glow from his radio dials giving him a sickly pallor. "Trust me, I've been saying that a lot lately. It gets worse. Washington, DC is in the middle of the worst riots since the 1960s. From what I heard, they were thinking about calling out the National Guard or the Army or something…but I'm pretty sure the President has put COG into effect." 
 
    "Cog?" snickered Rebecca.  
 
    “What exactly does that mean?” asked Dana. 
 
    A wry smirk graced Rondell's lips. "I guess that means you weren't one of the ones going to Raven Rock." 
 
    Dana blinked. "What’s Raven Rock?" 
 
    Rondell snorted. "Don't worry about it, just a little conspiracy theory humor. COG stands for Continuity of Government. These plans have been in place since the ‘50s, but they really got going during the Cold War, you know? If some kind of catastrophic attack or crisis hits the nation, there's plans in place to get the top government leaders out of the danger zone. Right now, there are probably dozens if not hundreds of helicopters flying back and forth across Washington's skies carrying Congress critters, the President, the vice President, their families, the heads of all the major agencies and cabinet officials, all the usual cream of the crop." 
 
    "Wait a minute,” Dana said, holding up a hand. “You're talking about all that Cold War stuff from the ‘60s, right? Like…what was that one the Congress was supposed to use in West Virginia? Greenbrier?" 
 
    "Yeah," Rondell said. "A lot of those places are museum relics now. They were designed back in the days of nuclear annihilation during the Cold War. But trust me, the weapons we've got now are a lot more powerful. Most of the bunkers we built back then wouldn’t stand a chance against modern weaponry.” 
 
    “Sounds like there's still plenty of hiding places,” Rebecca commented sourly. 
 
    Rondell nodded. “I don't think they've ever stopped building them." 
 
    "So where will they take the President?" asked Dana. 
 
    “What about all the other people in charge?” asked Rebecca. 
 
    Rondell shrugged. "It's not exactly something they broadcast over the radio waves, you know? My guess is NORAD." 
 
    “NORAD…” breathed Rebecca as if it were a magical incantation.  
 
    "What happens while all these people are moving around, before they get to their bunkers?" Dana asked cautiously.  
 
    Rondell stared at her for a long moment. "Well," he said slowly, "nothing like this has ever happened before…so nobody can really say for sure…but my guess is if all the top people are leaving town, combined with the chaos and bad news everybody's been seeing for the past couple days…” 
 
    “Anarchy.” They both looked at Rebecca.  “What? It’s true. Look outside.” 
 
    Rondell smiled sadly at the girl. “And everything I've heard confirms that theory.” 
 
    “That’s—I’m sorry,” Dana said, shaking her head in disbelief, “but that sounds crazy.” 
 
    He snorted in agreement. “There's still a few guys transmitting from outside Washington," he said as he turned back to his radio and adjusted a dial. “They’re hard to pick out of the mess in the atmosphere, but you can still find ‘em if you look hard enough.” He raised the headphones back up over his ears for a moment, held his hand up for Dana to be patient, then pulled them off and unplugged the jack. A pair of speakers on his cluttered desk came to life. 
 
    "…seen anything like it. Buddy of mine just escaped by walking through the Metro line. Said it took him all day, but it was faster than walking the surface streets…can you imagine that? He said the Smithsonian's on fire. Who would want to set fire to the Smithsonian? This is bad, man." 
 
    A scratchy voice said something in return, but Dana couldn't pick it out. 
 
    Rondell shrugged. "Whoever this guy is, he's talking to somebody a long, long way away—with what I have,” he said, gesturing at the radio on the desk, “I can't hope to pick them up. I need the big antenna." 
 
    "Why did you unhook it?" Dana asked. 
 
    Rondell turned the volume down as the chatter went back and forth in a one-sided conversation that repeated a lot of things already said. "That big antenna up there's about a hundred feet up. With all the static electricity generated by the storm, that thing is turning into the mother of all lightning rods. Probably got enough juice to fry a cow right about now. I don't want any of this stuff inside connected to that antenna right now, and I don't want anybody near it until we can safely discharge it—once the skies clear." 
 
    Dana shook her head. “Well, that explains why I haven’t been able to get through to anybody at headquarters," she said as she held up her phone and looked at the no signal indication. "I bet my boss is having kittens right about now." 
 
    Rondell sighed and sat back in his chair. "I bet there's ten thousand people throughout all levels of the government having kittens right about now. What really concerns me isn't what happens to Washington—politicians will always find a way to save themselves—I'm more worried about what's going on overseas." 
 
    Dana crossed her arms. "Overseas? What does that have to do with anything? I thought we were the only ones affected by this power outage?" 
 
    "Well…not exactly. Most of the power grids in North America are all interconnected with the US grid in one way or another. Chunks of Canada are out as far as I can tell, and I'm pretty sure Mexico's dark, too—at least the northern half." 
 
    "You can tell all that by listening to the radio?" Rebecca asked. 
 
    Rondell grinned. "We’re a dying breed, but HAMs are still operating all over the world. I heard from somebody down in Jamaica before I had to unplug the big antenna that Cuba has gone dark. Normally that’s not such a big deal—they’re usually on sketchy ground with power supplies, anyway. But rumor has it that there’s a revolution or some serious fighting kicking off. Just happened to time it when America is offline? That’s suspicious to me.” 
 
    "Okay,” Dana said holding up her hands to stop the conspiracy talk, “so don't travel to the Caribbean for vacation. Check." 
 
    Rondell snorted. "That's the least of our concerns. I'm most worried about Taiwan." 
 
    "Everybody's always worried about Taiwan,” Dana retorted.  
 
    “What makes now any different?" asked Rebecca. 
 
    "Call it an old soldier's intuition.” Rondell grimaced. “Something tells me that the ChiComs are going to use this as the perfect excuse to invade Taiwan and get that reconquest over with once and for all. Think about it," Rondell said as he raised his hands and leaned toward her, imploring her to believe his theory. "What better cover could they have? The United States is basically imploding and best of all, there was no fighting. You think any American military commander out there right now is worried about Taiwan versus what's going down in his or her hometown? Shoot, no,” he said, crossing his arms and leaning back. “I heard rumblings out of Texas that somebody—nobody really knows who, because the President is MIA at the moment—ordered the withdrawal of all foreign deployed US troops.” 
 
    “All of them?” asked Dana, her eyes wide.  
 
    “At once?” added Rebecca. 
 
    Rondell nodded. “You know what kind of power vacuum that's going to create if all of our people around the world just pick up stakes and head home to help fix this mess? And it's gonna take a lot of manpower to fix this mess. I guarantee that right now…" he added. 
 
    Dana was quiet for a moment as she thought of the staggering logistics nightmare that faced supply sergeants all around the world. “You're telling me,” she began slowly, “that all our people—on Air Force bases and naval bases and army bases all over the world—they're all trying to get home right now?" 
 
    "I don't know for sure,” Rondell said quickly. “I can’t say it with any level of certainty, remember I heard it over the radio, but I trust the guy I heard it from…” 
 
    “So, it’s hearsay,” Dana said, crossing her arms. 
 
    Rondell held his hand out. “I guarantee you that at least a good chunk of them have been given orders to get home ASAP. If things are falling apart this bad after just a couple days…imagine what we’ll look like in two or three weeks when some of these forces sail home from the other side of the planet? My bet is there’s going to be a lot of commanders out there that just decide it's not worth the wait and head home now." 
 
    "So, for the time being, we’re pretty much defenseless," Dana observed immediately. “Except for the National Guard.” 
 
    Rondell cursed. "I never even thought of that…I was so focused on how other countries like China and Russia are going to take advantage of us leaving their areas, I never thought about the fact that our front door’s wide open.” He wiped his forehead. “Great…I guess I didn't want to sleep tonight after all…" 
 
    "Look, thanks for the updates and all,” Dana said, “but I don't want to go borrowing trouble." She held her hand up to stop Rondell from any more conspiracy theory rants. "There is literally nothing in the world we can do about what's going on in Taiwan or anywhere else at this moment." She pointed at the floor. "What we've got to do is focus on what we can do right here, right now." 
 
    Rondell grinned at Dana, bathed in the electric glow of his radio dials. "You sound like the general. You sure you haven't served?" 
 
    "I feel like I've served for an entire lifetime.” Dana rubbed the back of her aching neck. “I really just came in here to find Riley.” 
 
    “Well, leave me out of it,” Rebecca said as she crossed her arms. 
 
    Rondell shook his head and picked up his headphones again. "Rebecca monitors the radios for me when I have to get some shut-eye.” 
 
    Dana smiled. "Will do. Hey, nice meeting you, and thanks for the intel," she said as she offered a wave and then turned to leave. 
 
    "Nice to meet you, too, Agent Sinclair,” Rondell said with a sad smile.  
 
    “Looking forward to working with you," she said, but he'd already turned toward the radio and put the headphones back in place. 
 
    “Do you know where your brother is?” 
 
    Rebecca looked at her like a much older person but eventually shook her head. “He’s pretending to be a soldier with the other guys with guns…that’s all I know.” She shrugged. 
 
    Dana watched Rondell for a moment as he fiddled with dials, then picked up a pencil and scratched some notes on a piece of paper. “Thanks anyway, Rebecca.” She shook her head and left the room.  
 
    Out in the hallway, she found one of the aforementioned men with guns, a burly, rough looking old man who had the telltale raccoon eyes of someone who'd been outside wearing sunglasses for too long. He looked her up and down, appraising her not as a woman but as a soldier.  
 
    "So, you're the FBI agent." 
 
    Dana blinked. "News gets around fast.” 
 
    "Ain’t much else to do in the middle of the storm but gossip, and we’re all old farts. We’re pretty good at it." He grinned at her. "That and you’re a lot younger than anyone else in this ‘hood. Kinda stand out, you know? You qualified on long guns or just pistols?" 
 
    "I'm qualified for both," Dana replied flatly. "And you are?" 
 
    "Name’s Chuck Yadkins. I’m…well, I guess I'm what you could call the chief of security around here. I run Operations. General Deckert handles the strategic planning, and I get the job done." 
 
    Dana nodded. "You all have a pretty slick setup running here. I'm impressed by the amount of planning you people have put into this situation.” She glanced at him askance. “It's almost like you were ready to do this in peace time…" 
 
    Chuck grinned at her. "Not today, Satan," he laughed. "You ain’t gonna get me to admit to wanting to overthrow the government or any other militia nonsense. This ain’t Ruby Ridge or Waco, okay?” 
 
    “Whoa, that went dark pretty quick,” Dana muttered. “I wasn’t—” 
 
    Chuck steamrolled over her objections. “We’re just a bunch of old grunts who like to play with guns, and we’ve been through the ringer in the military enough to know it's better to be prepared for hard times than to wake up and realize you're on the wrong side of the fence." 
 
    Dana smiled, unable to help liking the ornery old man. "Fair enough. Hey, you wouldn't happen to know where Riley Stagg is, would you? We just left the meeting with Mr. Deckert—” 
 
    “General,” Chuck said with a grin. 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “His title is General Deckert.” 
 
    Dana nodded. “Sorry. General Deckert…I wanted to ask Riley some questions…" 
 
    The old man rubbed his face. "That boy’s got a temper…if I were you, I’d let him cool off a little. I think he kinda blames you for part of this." 
 
    "That makes two of us," Dana said grimly. "I still need to talk with him." 
 
    Chuck shrugged. "Suit yourself. Last I saw, he was headed over to the other side of the house. Probably out by the patio.” He grinned. “That's where his girlfriend hangs out when she's not in the kitchen." 
 
    "His girlfriend?" Dana asked. 
 
    "Yeah, he rescued her from them crazy religious nutjobs, along with old man Stagg. The boy’s got a good head on his shoulders to get away from the Druids like that. She’d be smart to stick with him in times like these.” He snapped his fingers. “Fiona's her name—can’t miss her, she’s got hair that looks like fire." 
 
    Dana nodded. "Curly red hair?" she asked, thinking of the jealous girl in the infirmary. 
 
    "That's the one," Chuck said. He extended his hand. "Nice to meet you, FBI. Good luck," he said as he left her in the hallway. 
 
    Dana turned and headed toward the back of the house, then froze. She stood there in the hallway as people stepped around her. "Did he say druids?" 
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    Riley worked his way back through the house, apologizing for bumping into people and standing aside when one of the older residents of HQ needed to get by. He walked sheepishly back through the command center and nodded with half a wave at the few people who looked up at him. One of the men gave him a wry smile and went back to his paperwork. 
 
    Feeling the heat in his cheeks, Riley paused at the entrance to the hallway that led to the back of the house. He knew Deckert would be back near the rear door, the staging area where the militiamen came in and out of the house on their way to nearby homes, carrying messages, supplies, or transferring personnel. Riley worked his way down the long hallway, each step bringing him closer to a confrontation that he dreaded. 
 
    The closer he got, the more he realized he'd been acting like a child, throwing a temper tantrum. General Deckert was trying to keep everyone in the community safe, and Riley had thrown a fit that he couldn't go out looking for his mother. He would have brought unreasonable risk down upon the heads of everyone trying to take shelter from the storm and the collapse of society. 
 
    By the time Riley walked into the little foyer by the back door, crowded with dusty men in tactical gear, his shame was complete. His shoulders drooped and his head hung low. He walked in to face the music. 
 
    The chatter grew silent as the men in the room realized who had arrived. More than one quietly mumbled excuses and left the room. After a moment, Riley was left alone with the general. He squared his shoulders, lifted his head, and looked the older man in the eye. 
 
    Deckert eye him warily and nodded. “Stagg.” 
 
    "I'll get right to the point, sir. I know you're a busy man and you don't have time to waste on a kid like me. I'm sorry for my behavior in the debriefing. I apologize. It won’t happen again." 
 
    The general's hard look softened as he watched Riley. "It takes a big man to admit he’s wrong, Riley. Especially under stressful circumstances like we face now. You've never had proper training, you’re not hooked into the whole follow orders and get the job done culture that the rest of us are," Deckert said with a dismissive wave toward the rest of the militia. "That doesn't excuse your behavior, training or not," he added. "But I understand. I do—if that were my mother—or my wife—I would raise hell and move mountains to find her. I'm impressed that you haven't gone off on your own." 
 
    Riley blew out the breath he'd been holding. "To tell you the truth, sir…I almost did. I was on my way to go look for her when I came across Fiona in the infirmary. She…" Heat rose in his cheeks at the General’s smile. 
 
    "Talked you off the ledge?" 
 
    Riley felt the heat rush up his cheeks. His face felt like it was on fire. "Yes, sir, she did. She made me understand that I was being selfish and not thinking about the big picture." 
 
    "Women have a way of doing that," the general said with a wistful sigh. "It's endearing and infuriating at the same time." 
 
    Riley nodded. "You're telling me. I just wanted to…hit something, or do something…standing here, hunkered down in this storm while my mom is out there somewhere…" Riley shook his head, refusing to give in to the tears that threatened to fill his eyes." Sir, please—give me something to do." 
 
    Deckert picked up a stack of papers on the card table set up in the corner of the room, examined a few while Riley waited. "I'll save you the drama of my needs of the many outweigh the needs of the few speech. I had it all prepared though," he said, then tossed the papers on the table unceremoniously. He put his hands on his hips. "I've given it a few times in my career.” He frowned. “Always went over well. I was kind of curious to see how you'd react.” He raised his eyebrows. “You sure you don't want to hear it?" 
 
    Riley swallowed and stood at what he hoped was a passable form of attention. "Sir, I—” 
 
    Deckert laughed and raised his hand. "I know, I know. At ease, Stagg, for crying out loud. You were never in the Army. You don't need to stand at attention before me. Look, there's not a whole heck of a lot we can do right now. You know as well as I do this storm doesn't look like it's letting up anytime soon." 
 
    "All the more reason for us to do something now, sir," Riley urged. 
 
    The general arched one bushy gray eyebrow. “Explain.” 
 
    Riley swallowed. "Well, sir…I figure…I mean, if we’re hunkered down here taking shelter, then the looters and those Druid guys are probably doing the same thing, right? They’re probably scattered all across the neighborhood, broke into whatever houses they could find when the second storm hit, and are trying to figure out right now what to do next. What better time for us to get work done? We have the storm to give us cover. Am I right?” 
 
    Deckert nodded. "Good. Excellent observation, Stagg. I came to the same conclusion—what would you have us do?" 
 
    Riley blinked. In his mind, he'd never taken the argument further than laying out why he thought they should act during the storm. "Uh…I'm not sure what needs to be done, sir." 
 
    Deckert cracked a rare smile. "That's because you're a soldier, not an officer. This is where all the planning and strategy happens," he said as he pointed down at the papers and maps on the desk. "You see how the system is set up?” 
 
    Riley swallowed again and nodded, sheepish. "Yes, sir," he said quietly. "If I would’ve just listened to you and followed orders…" 
 
    Deckert nodded and made a noise in the back of his throat. "If you'd been in the Army, you would've known that. All this would've been easier for you to digest. You're young and you've got tremendous potential, Riley. Just remember what we talked about here, and going forward, do your best.” 
 
    Riley squared his shoulders again. "Yes sir." 
 
    "Now," Deckert said as he clapped his hands once and rubbed them together. "I happen to agree with you—we can't sit on our duffs here and wait for the storm to pass. We’ll just be in the same situation as we were before, back-pedaling, trying to defend what we have, focusing on not losing ground.” Deckert shook his head. “We need to go on the offensive and make these other fools know that this is our land, not theirs. They don't get to roam around at will and make us run and hide. We're the ones that are going to make them run and hide." 
 
    "Do we have the numbers, though, sir?" Riley asked. "I only ask because my squad has four men and—” 
 
    Deckert nodded. "We've taken in some more recruits since your mission. I think we've got the numbers to handle them, the looters and the Druids." He turned and looked at a map tacked to the wall. It was a crudely drawn representation of the neighborhood on separate pieces of printer paper, taped together to form a larger picture. "We know the weak point of the whole neighborhood is the main gate.” He tapped the map at the entrance to the neighborhood.  
 
    Riley nodded. “It’s kind of a mess, yeah, we saw it when we first arrived.” 
 
    “The privacy wall is about eight feet tall and a foot thick—it runs around the entire complex. It's more of a decorative element than an actual defensive structure, but unless somebody comes rolling up here in an Abrams, I don't think we have to worry about it.” 
 
    “What’s that?” asked Riley. 
 
    Deckert smiled. “M1 Abrams. It’s the army’s main battle tank. Luckily, I don’t think anyone around here has one.  That means the wall around this place is enough to keep people from easily waltzing into the neighborhood.” He looked down at the map again. “That gate is a problem, though," the general said as he pointed at the red circle on the eastern wall where the main gate was located.  “When your friends the Druids arrived in town—” 
 
    "Hey,” Riley interrupted, “they're not my friends. Those guys tried to kill me and almost killed my grandfather and Fiona. They kidnapped her mom, and I don't know what role they have in my mom's disappearance. They’re at the top of my hit list, sir." 
 
    Deckert grinned. "Roger that. When they showed up, they busted the main gate wide open, so they’re on my list, too. We don't have the tools or the experience to fix it proper, so we have to move some cars or something—or rig up a new way to block that gate and seal off the neighborhood. Until that happens, we’re sitting here with our front door wide open." He picked up a pointer stick and tapped the map further west. "Which leads to our second problem. We've got an unknown number of looters…some operating independently, and others organized into groups, like the one you encountered at the Rec Center. We know at least two houses, here and here,” he said, tapping the map with the pointer, “where they've concentrated in a house as a base of operations." 
 
    "What's that third house there?" Riley asked as he pointed to another house on the map circled with a red line.  
 
    Deckert grunted. "That was the house that Agent Sinclair and Ms. Powell holed up in—where you and Chuck took out the looters. " 
 
    "Didn’t realize it was that far away from HQ…” Riley muttered. “Do we have any idea where the Druids might be?" 
 
    Deckert shook his head. "The only clue we've got is that they might've been involved with the car crash your mother and Ms. Powell suffered. Here," he said, as he tapped next to the house where the looters had set up their siege. "Until we can send a team out to recon, it’s the only clue we've got." 
 
    Riley nodded. "They could be anywhere in the neighborhood. I don't know how many men that Nico guy had with him…but he had at least three or four that got away from us when we left my grandpa's house." 
 
    Deckert crossed his arms and nodded. "Right. So that means we’re going to have to send teams out hunting for these guys to try to track them down. I'm not willing to risk assets in the middle of the storm doing that." 
 
    "They could walk right into an ambush," Riley observed. 
 
    Deckert looked at him. "Now you're getting it—but we can't sit here on our hands, either. So, we’re working on contingency plans." He used the pointer again and tapped the Rec Center. "I've already dispatched a two-man squad to go scout the Rec Center. Again." 
 
    "I imagine by now the looters that we skirmished with earlier have moved inside." 
 
    "I'm not too sure about that," the general said. "Otto dispatched a good number of them when he took out their truck from the roof and the storm hit not long after that. No one can confirm that they actually went in the Rec Center rather than retreat back to the houses across the street," he said as he slid the tip of the pointer stick to a cluster of houses next to the Rec Center. "There's only one way to find out, and we should know within the hour." 
 
    Riley stared at the map and frowned. "If they haven't moved into the Rec Center, then what are we going to do with it, sir?" 
 
    "Chuck and I have been thinking over the defensive possibilities of HQ here," Deckert said as he looked around the small house. "There's just not enough space for everybody to fit in here. We're exploring other options." 
 
    "You're thinking of relocating everybody to the Rec Center?" 
 
    Deckert shrugged. "Not necessarily. Maybe just the command staff, or the militia operators, or maybe we’ll just use it as a storehouse for our supplies, weapons, ammunition…maybe even a training facility…I don't know. Things are…fluid right now. But regardless, we need to know what our options are. If it's empty, we may as well send a detachment up there to hold it. Just in case." 
 
    "So what would you like me to do, sir? I know the Rec Center. Want me to…?” 
 
    "I've got a separate mission for you. I've asked everyone to come forward with any knowledge of extra supplies, food, weapons, ammunition, anything. Otto told me that you two passed a house belonging to one of his friends on the way to the recent firefight." 
 
    Riley nodded. "Yeah, he said something about his buddy was visiting relatives in Maine or something and he was keeping an eye on the place. He said it was pretty well-stocked. If looters haven’t already broken in, it would be a good target, right?" 
 
    Deckert smiled. "Exactly. I want you and Otto to head out there and see what's there. Secure as many supplies as you can, report back here, then sweep north toward the Rec Center." 
 
    Riley frowned. "I thought—” 
 
    "The Rec Center for now is a secondary objective. That's why I want you to hit supplies. By the time you get there and establish whether there's anything worth bringing back, the recon team will be able to tell me if the Rec Center is a go or not. If it's clear, you and Otto will take whatever you can carry and sweep north, then deposit it at the Rec Center. If not, you’ll bring it back here. After you leave the house," he said as the pointer slipped back to the target house, "I'll send a four or five-man team to scour it clean. We’ll strip everything we can use and haul it all north." 
 
    "And once I get to the Rec Center?" Riley asked as he stared at the map. 
 
    "We'll reevaluate then, based on weather conditions and anything we learn about the looters and the Druids in the meantime." 
 
    Riley nodded. "When do you want me to leave?" 
 
    "Track down Otto and gear up. When you're ready, check in via radio and head out." 
 
    Another old man walked into the room, limping slightly and staring down at a piece of notebook paper he held in his hands. "General, we've got a report in from—” he looked up, spotted Riley and Deckert standing next to the map and stopped. "Oh, sorry sir—I didn't know—” 
 
    "No, Sam, it's okay, we were just wrapping up." Deckert turned to Riley. "You have your orders, soldier. Get to it." 
 
    "Yes sir," Riley said as he snapped what he hoped was a proper salute. The effort was met with a slight smile and a return salute from Deckert. 
 
    Riley turned and stepped around the newcomer, then walked down the hallway. 
 
    "What is it, Sam?" Deckert asked as he left the room. 
 
    "Sir, one of the scouts sent down toward the main entrance is reporting…" 
 
    The man's words disappeared into the background noise as Riley walked down the hallway, feeling lighter of spirit than he had since the second storm hit. Finally. He had something to do. 
 
    He stopped at the command center and looked around. Several men talked on radios, and a woman stood by another map of the neighborhood pinned to the wall—just like the one in the alcove by the back door—and drew symbols on it. Riley watched for a moment and realized she was tracking the locations of the scouts and raiding parties that had been sent out across the neighborhood during the storm. He scanned the room, but didn't see Otto. "Anyone seen Otto?" 
 
    A couple of people looked up at him, shook their heads and went back to work, chatting on radios, or listening to headsets. Riley frowned, then left the room.  
 
    "I guess I've got a mission before the mission…where did he get off to?" 
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    Becca walked listlessly through the Wrights’ house. Headquarters. She grimaced. She’d called it the Wrights’ house in front of General Deckert a few moments earlier. It almost looked like…he almost looked sad for her. Like she was still just a kid that couldn't remember things. She stepped around someone carrying a box of ammunition and cleared the hallway.  
 
    A quick glance at her watch showed she still had 15 minutes before her next shift at the radio. But with nothing better to do, and nowhere to go—thanks to the storm putting everyone on lockdown—Becca found her way to the radio room faster than she’d expected. 
 
    Rondell looked up from his desk. He removed his headphones and grinned. "You're early." 
 
    She nodded to him as she entered the room. "I'm bored. Nothing else to do, figured I'd come here." 
 
    "Well, you have perfect timing,” he said as he hauled himself to his feet. “I need to use the restroom and I have a boatload of reports I need to get to General Deckert,” he said, holding up a stack of handwritten notes. “There’s some crazy stuff going on out there. You want to take a spin on the big rig?" 
 
    The prospect of sitting behind the powerful radio, capable of contacting people on the other side of the planet, should have given her goosebumps. Becca shrugged. "Sure."  
 
    He gave her an odd look, then got up and left the room. Becca put her headset on and began her routine. Scan the frequency dial. Listen. Only static? Adjust the frequency and scan. Pause—listen. Rinse, repeat. 
 
    She'd been sitting there for a moment, listening to the static hiss, when an overwhelming urge to talk to her mother hit Becca square between the shoulder blades. She closed her eyes and her throat tightened, thinking about her mom, somewhere out there all alone, or taken prisoner by…someone. 
 
    She pressed the transmit button on the radio. "Mom?" she whispered. Becca felt her cheeks grow warm and glanced toward the door. A pair of people walked down the hallway talking, but no one stepped in, or even glanced in her direction. 
 
    She pressed the transmit button again. "Mom? Can you hear me? Can anyone hear me? I'm trying to reach Isabel Stagg. Isabel Stagg, if you're out there, can you hear me? This is your daughter, Becca." She listened for a long moment. Nothing.  
 
    Becca changed frequencies and repeated her message. Over the course of the next few minutes, she called out to her mother a dozen times, changing frequencies each time. Finally, she heard what sounded like a crackle—it was still static, of course, but it sounded different from the other static. She imagined someone on the other side—perhaps even her mother—trying to talk back. She stayed on that frequency and pressed the transmit button again. Her vision blurred as unshed tears threatened to spill down her cheeks. "This is Becca Stagg, trying to reach Isabel Stagg, my mother. Mom,” she said, her breath shuddering, “if you can hear this, I'm safe in the Valley Village Retirement Community. Riley's here too. We’re all safe. Come here soon as you can." 
 
    Again, she heard a crackle and pop that was different from the normal background static. “Mom?” Rebecca changed the dial, change the frequency, and repeated her question, repeated her statement. 
 
    "What are you doing?" Rondell asked from the doorway, his eyes wide, the coffee cup in his hand all but forgotten. He rushed across the room and yanked the microphone jack out of its plug. "What have you done?" 
 
    Becca pulled off her headphones and stepped back from the radio table, her vision already blurring. "What…what do you mean?" 
 
    "You just gave out your location to anyone who was listening. What's the first thing I told you?" he demanded, his face taking on an angry, pallid tone. "Operational security, Rebecca! You never tell someone where you’re broadcasting from when you don’t know who’s listening!" 
 
    Teenage anger boiled up inside Becca. "What difference does it make? Nobody can hear us anyway! I didn't hear anything different from just the background static! My mother's probably dead, anyway!" 
 
    Rondell didn't back down. 
 
    "All the more reason to not bother! You put this community, everyone in this house, and even yourself and your brother at risk! What if somebody out there listening decided to come in here and attack us?" 
 
    "What if my mother heard that call?" Becca shot back. 
 
    "It's a waste of time," Rondell said as he chopped his hand through the air, signaling the discussion was over. "Look," he said, his voice suddenly calm. He sighed, then sat in the chair and put his coffee mug down. He took a moment to compose his thoughts, watching Becca the entire time. "It's not that I don't care about your mother. I've never met her, that's true, but I'm not trying to be mean. You're a good kid, Rebecca—and I like your brother too. We’re going to do what we can to help find your mother—” 
 
    Becca crossed her arms. "Yeah, well, nobody’s done anything for her yet!" 
 
    Rondell nodded patiently. "I get that you're frustrated. I do," he said, leaning toward her. "But you have to think of the bigger picture. Look at how many people live here—don't just look at the number, look at us. We’re all old. We don't have the strength to fight off a major attack. We practically wiped ourselves out just trying to bring that FBI agent here. If your brother hadn't been there…I don't know how we would've managed." 
 
    The anger inside Becca softened. Her shoulders relaxed, and she leaned against the desk and sighed. "I can't just do…nothing, Mr. Wright." 
 
    He patted her affectionately on the shoulder. "I know, child, I know. We’re going to do everything we can, but first things first, right? We’ve got to secure this whole area. If we can't operate without keeping one eye on our six, then nobody's going to get any sleep, and nobody's going to be able to do anything for anyone around here—your mother included. Does that make sense?" 
 
    Becca sniffed and nodded. "It does. But it's not fair." 
 
    Rondell smiled sadly. "Nobody ever said life was fair, honey. Here," he said as he plugged in the headset and offered it to her. "You want to get going on your shift now?" 
 
    "Not like there's much of a point," Becca muttered, but she took the headphones, nonetheless. 
 
    "It may be an exercise in futility, yes," Rondell admitted. "We haven't heard hardly anything from anyone out there, let alone been able to actually talk to somebody yet. Except for your friend from Santa Fe," he added. "We still have to go through the motions. You never know when we’ll pick up a government broadcast saying troops are on the way, power has been restored, or the worst is over…right?" 
 
    Becca shrugged one shoulder as she put the headset over her ears. "I guess." 
 
    "Just do me a favor, don't waste any more time trying to contact your mother. And certainly, don't give away our location again. Okay?" 
 
    "It's not a wasted effort," a new voice said. Becca turned and saw the FBI agent lady standing in the doorway. She'd been to the infirmary—the bandages on her face and hands attested to the fact that someone had seen to her injuries. But she still looked like she'd been run over by a truck. Her hair stood out in a straggled mess around her head, and she appeared to have the beginnings of a black eye.  
 
    For Becca, she smiled. "Never give up hope." 
 
    Becca tried to smile back but couldn't. She removed the headphones. "Mr. Wright's…right," Becca said as her mouth curled up. 
 
    "Oh, stop,” he said with a dramatic roll of his eyes. “Like I haven't heard that one before," Rondell said. The two women shared a laugh. "No, seriously,” he said, deadpan. “My wife never says I'm right!" 
 
    They laughed harder. "Becca, your mother's out there somewhere," the FBI agent said at last, her eyes narrowed. The joviality left the room like air from a balloon. "I swear to you I’m going to find her." 
 
    A chill trickled down the back of Becca's leg. "I believe you," she whispered. For the first time, she actually did have hope. The woman standing before her was the walking definition of determination. She’d fought off an entire pack of looters, chased her mother and Kathy Powell halfway across the country through one of the worst dust storms in 100 years, and still wasn't ready to give up.  
 
    Becca looked down. Who was she to give up on her own mother, when this stranger was willing to risk her life and throw everything away just to find one person? 
 
    Becca looked up, and her resolve hardened. Something shifted inside her that made her smile, but it wasn't a smile of happiness. "You're right. It's not worthless. I'm not going to give up." 
 
    Agent Sinclair nodded. "Good." 
 
    Rondell got up. "Well, suit yourself—just remember what I said about OpSec. We can't be giving away our location." 
 
    "Is it okay if I use mom's name? And mine?" 
 
    Rondell glanced at the FBI agent. She stared at him with the same cold stare she'd given Becca. He shrugged. “I still think it's a waste of time, and it's only going to lead you to lose hope after a while—but as long as you don't mention this," he said as he gestured at the radio shack. "Or the Valley Village…and don't use any names other than who's in your family…well, I don't suppose there's any harm in talking. Just remember what your real job is," he said as he pointed down at the notebook. "That radio log is a vital link between us and what's happening out there. We need to know." 
 
    "You really think anything she picks up on the radio will be able to help us?" Agent Sinclair asked, leaning against the doorframe with her arms crossed. 
 
    "It might,” Rondell allowed. “Just like you say she might hear from her mother, or find somebody who knows where her mother's at…we might pick up a radio transmission from a government agency, or from the next community down the road. Shoot, she was just talking with somebody in Santa Fe a little while ago. He told us about the riots and the fighting and the shooting in Santa Fe. Something's going on down there, and it's not pretty. That kind of information can give us a leg up—we can be prepared." 
 
    "I understand," the FBI agent said as she lifted a hand to submit. "I'm just saying, it doesn't seem like listening for news from the other side of the country is going to actually do anything to help us here." 
 
    "Well, luckily, that's above my pay grade," Rondell sighed. "My job is just to gather the information and present it to General Deckert. He can sort out what to do with it." 
 
    "And the rest of us can suffer a longer bleed depending on what he says." 
 
    Rondell winked at the woman from Washington. "Now you’re getting the idea. Okay," he said as he turned to leave. He glanced at Becca and the radio shack one more time. "Everything looks in order. You good?" 
 
    Becca settled the headphones on her ears and nodded, a smile broadening across her face. "I'm good." 
 
    She watched Rondell leave, then turned to the FBI agent. "Thanks." 
 
    Agent Sinclair looked at her for a long moment and didn’t leave like Becca expected. "For what?" she asked. 
 
    Becca sighed and pulled the headphones off. Again. "For reminding me that there's always hope." 
 
    The agent smiled sadly. "Sometimes that's all we have…even if it’s false, I still think it's better than nothing." She turned and left.  
 
    Alone in the radio room at last, Becca settled the headphones over her ears and looked at the knobs and glowing dials and monitors. She picked up a pencil, tapped the eraser on the paper a few times, then plugged in her headphones. Static issued from the speakers on either side of her head, and she closed her eyes, concentrating. 
 
    Becca adjusted the frequency knob and waited. Nothing. 
 
    She opened her eyes and looked at the list of emergency communications channels Rondell had provided her. He'd been a member of a prepper group online who’d agreed to monitor certain channels at certain times. There was a whole list of frequencies, but none of them had turned up anything. In fact, the only interaction they'd had so far had been with the person in Santa Fe, worried about his father. 
 
    Undeterred, Becca adjusted the dial to the next frequency on the list and waited. Nothing. Sighing, she adjusted to the next frequency. One way or another, she was going to find someone. Perhaps… 
 
    Becca looked at the third frequency on the list. What if everyone was out there doing the same thing she was? Too scared to transmit, not knowing what was happening, but too scared not to listen? Maybe she could give someone else hope? 
 
    Becca swallowed and steeled herself for disappointment. She pressed the transmit button on the fourth frequency. "This is Becca Stagg. Can anyone hear me?" 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    The Safe House 
 
    Santa Fe, New Mexico 
 
      
 
    The Inquisitor stepped out of the kitchen and into the single bedroom in the cottage, then closed the door behind him, shutting out the murmured conversation between the three women. For the moment, the children were quiet; the storm was held at bay outside the walls of the safe house, and the immediate threat of people storming the front door had been dispatched—along with the two men he'd killed. 
 
    The Inquisitor lowered himself to his knees, prostrated himself on the floor and made the sign of submission. He exhaled, shuddering, and sat up. He opened his eyes, and the peace he'd begged for descended upon him. The gods were good. The way forward was clear.  
 
    He had to escape Santa Fe. Something was more than rotten with the Santa Fe Grove—the Sangre Grove—and the only way he could fix it was from the outside. He'd already placed the entire Grove in abeyance, the first formal step toward dissolution. But the High Grove still had no idea of what he had done. He had to escape the city, resume contact with Anglesey, and seek direction from the High Druid. 
 
    A nagging thought popped up in the back of his head, threatening to disturb his meditative peace. He kept his eyes closed, his hands braced in his lap, making the signs of submission, and examined the thought. If chaos had descended upon Santa Fe—not one of the largest cities in the United States, but not insignificant either—what potential chaos had erupted elsewhere in the New World? Had anything happened in Europe or Asia? He had no way of knowing, and ignorance was anathema to him. 
 
    The Inquisitor slowly opened his eyes and sighed. He would have no more peace to meditate, for he had no more time. The trouble at the front door would not be the last, he was sure of it. Every fiber of his being screamed at him to not rest, to not stay still, to keep moving—to run. He was not typically one to scurry from a fight, but as he opened the small closet and removed a fresh, pressed linen shirt, the Inquisitor realized that there was only so much that one defender of the faith could accomplish in the face of overwhelming odds.  
 
    A glorious sacrifice of his own body and death would be perfectly acceptable, given the right circumstances. He checked himself in the full-length mirror and buttoned his shirt cuffs. Today was not that day. The gods had sent him a clear message with the urge to run—today was not the day that he sacrificed himself. He reached into the closet and pulled out another coat exactly like the first one that he'd left in the kitchen. He was nothing if not prepared. 
 
    He'd never prepared to have a civil war erupt on his watch. He’d never assumed that natural disasters could play such a pivotal role in furthering the ambitions of a cretin like Nico. 
 
    The frown deepened into a scowl. Nico. A reckoning was coming for that human stain—the Inquisitor just hoped he was there to provide it. The scowl turned into a smile as he examined himself in the mirror and buttoned his suit. That was more like it. He examined his reflection in the mirror and grinned. Now he felt ready to face the storm and the challenges ahead. 
 
    He couldn't stay put for long. There were too many people in the streets, too many witnesses to his defense of the safe house, and too many angry young men survived the encounter. They would be back. He was as certain of that as he was that the sun would rise in the east and set in the west. It was why he usually never left survivors. A survivor, after all, was just a future fight waiting to happen. 
 
    As he searched the closet for another bag and his emergency first aid kit, he pondered the situation. Normally, the survivor would lick their wounds, heal, gather support, take their time and only strike back when they felt in a superior position. Given the circumstances—he looked up as the wind howled and the house creaked—the men he'd scared off from the front porch would likely gather support almost instantly and return in greater numbers before he was ready. At least, that's what he would have done. 
 
    The Inquisitor found his small first aid kit, no bigger than a travel toiletry bag, and walked over to the bed. Using the mirror on the wall, he quickly and expertly field dressed the numerous cuts on his face and hands. He couldn't abide staining new clothes, and any one of those cuts on his face could have broken open and dribbled blood on his new suit. 
 
    One must have standards, even in the worst of circumstances. 
 
    He paused, listening to someone rummaging through the supplies in the kitchen. His mouth quirked at the thought of the surprise they'd find when they opened the fridge and discovered all the cheese, meat, and water. The Grove was nothing if not thorough in its preparations, and Inquisitors enjoyed more freedom than most members of the Grove in their daily rituals and habits, but he preferred the simple affairs of his ancestors—meats, cheeses, breads, and water. It was a simple diet, but he was a simple man, and the supplies he required were thus also simple. 
 
    He pulled his cell phone out of his pants pocket and checked it again. It still had no signal, and the battery was almost completely drained. He put it back in his pocket. He hesitated for a moment. It would be easy enough to leave its distracting weight on a shelf in the closet. He stared down at the screen.  
 
    However, if the power outage and infrastructure breakdown was only limited to Santa Fe, or even greater New Mexico, at some point the phone might prove useful to him again. He shut it off, saving what little battery power was left, and slipped it into his pocket again. He'd figure out what to do with the phone later. 
 
    He crossed the room again and paused at the door, listening as the women considered their next moves and attempted to rouse Acolyte Lavoy from her unconscious state. 
 
    He was disgusted by the idea that she could faint in the middle of a fight like that. There were plenty of women in the enforcement corps of the Grove, and he was always, as an Inquisitor, looking for new recruits to the paramilitary arm of the faith, and so far Isabel Stagg had shown more mettle than Cassandra Lavoy. It was all well and good, though—the faith had need of many types of people. Perhaps Cassandra might make a good clerk or even Druid’s assistant. 
 
    Not everyone was made out to be a killer in the sight of the gods. The Inquisitor’s hand trembled slightly as he reached for the doorknob. He lowered his arm, closed his eyes and sought peace and succor from the gods. He was exhausted. He couldn't remember the last time he'd slept. But he couldn't rest yet. The gods had willed it. 
 
    Trouble was coming. He could feel it in the very depth of his bones. He had to keep the women moving. But what to do? 
 
    He crossed the room again, walking away from the door and giving the women more time to themselves. He opened the inner wooden shutters of the only window in the room and let dim light caress his face. Sand peppered the window, creating an ice-like tinkling sound. Dust and smoke swirled on the other side of the glass, obscuring everything more than a few feet away from the house. 
 
    What indeed was he to do? Of his two options, one was untenable. He could not stay. It was simply a question of fact. It was only a matter of time before the men he'd scared off returned with comrades, and either broke down the door or worse. He glanced up at the ceiling.  
 
    The safe house was an old Spanish-style cottage built of wood and plaster. Every gust of wind made the building shake. Little granules and rivulets of dust crept from the ceiling, down walls, and around the corners of window frames. It worked its way into the house no matter where he turned, and even piled up in little miniature drifts in corners.  
 
    If the storm lasted much longer, it would literally bury the safe house. What troubled him more was the fact that the wood frame of the structure was likely over a hundred years old and bone dry. There were plenty of fires already raging across Santa Fe—one ember would be all it took to send the house up in flames. Or one torch or one cigarette lighter from an angry mob. 
 
    He frowned and looked down at his wounded leg. No. They could not stay. And yet the option of running carried with it even more questions. Where would they run? How would they get there? He tore a strip from his undershirt and wrapped it around his leg. He tied a rough knot and winced at the flare of pain. 
 
    He sighed. They couldn’t stay. The streets were clogged with people and abandoned vehicles. If they ran down some of the less deserted, blessedly inactive side streets, they still had the problem of finding a vehicle—one that not only could run during the dust storm that choked out all engines, but one that had fuel. He pursed his lips. 
 
    Electricity in the city was out. Without electricity, he knew that there would be no refueling from gas stations. They needed electricity to run the pumps. He turned and stared at himself in the mirror. Could they find bicycles somewhere? Not bloody likely. 
 
    So. They had to leave, and they had to leave on foot. That reduced their options somewhat dramatically. They couldn't go back the way they'd come. There were too many people, and a good portion of those were going to be lusting for his blood after his performance on the front porch. Adding to the fact that there were people out in the streets shooting firearms, a stampede was only one false move away. He imagined the chances of their surviving in the streets to be slightly less than surviving the house catching fire around them. 
 
    The Inquisitor turned back to the window and clasped his hands behind his back as he thought. All around the cabin along Canyon Road were art galleries. The locals seemed infatuated with art and New Age mysticism. It'd been the perfect proving grounds for spreading the faith, but art galleries did not provide much of a safe haven, in his experience. Still…one must work with what the gods provided. 
 
    An art gallery, it was. He turned from the window, thus resolved, and smiled as a plan formed in his head. He would allow the women to compose themselves and grab some food for the children, and then he would take them down Canyon Road, slipping into the closest art gallery they could find. He froze at the door to the room. 
 
    "And that's exactly where the mob will expect you to go." The sound of his own voice in the empty room startled him. He stared at the door and began counting the grains in the wood to calm his mind. Think—he had to think. The mob was sure to return.  
 
    They were angry, and they wanted vengeance. More importantly, they wanted what they perceived to be in the safe house. They wanted safety, they wanted shelter from the storm. They likely wanted food and water. All those things could be found in the grove’s little cottage. 
 
    And they would expect him to run out the back door and take the women to the next building, an art gallery that specialized in crows: paintings, sculptures. everything but taxidermy. Perhaps the Morrigan would help him. The goddess of war would be a most powerful ally. 
 
    His eyes opened wide. It was a sign—he would indeed use the art gallery, but not how those that potentially pursued him would think. He would bring the women out of the house and send them across Canyon Road to hide near the Santa Fe River. He himself would go into the art gallery and lay in wait.  
 
    The gods had answered his prayer. He'd been given divine guidance. Now it was time to put the plan into action. The Inquisitor grabbed the doorknob, and his hand no longer trembled. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Raven Rock Mountain Complex 
 
    3 miles east of Blue Ridge Summit, Pennsylvania 
 
      
 
    The long drive out of Washington, DC opened Hank's eyes to the wider catastrophe striking the nation. He'd never seen so much wanton violence before. It was as if every apartment building, every house, every office building—everyone in the city had flooded out onto the streets at once for some grand orgy of destruction.  
 
    People smashed windows and looted shops. They threw rocks and bricks through office building windows and ransacked bodegas. Everywhere was constant movement, and an unending stream of people. Tens of thousands—hundreds of thousands—of people all clogged the streets. Millions. 
 
    Washington had purged itself of every human being. They walked, rode bikes, ran, fought with each other, tripped and struggled, fell down, were trampled. They were everywhere. All of them screaming, all of them yelling, all of them trying to get away. To leave the city. To flee. 
 
    The motorcade he rode in had little trouble clearing a path once the agents in the lead car announced over a loudspeaker that they would begin shooting people if they didn't make a gap big enough for the car.  
 
    Hank knew that his own vehicle, a big black, up-armored Suburban, had run over at least three people. There was no other explanation for the sudden, sickening jolt of the car rising up and crashing down in the middle of the street. He’d barely managed to not throw up each time.  
 
    The Secret Service agent sitting next to him—Matheson, was printed on his name patch—had spent the thirty minutes of the drive patching up all Hank’s cuts and scrapes, hydrating him, and feeding him protein bars. At first, Hank had been happy enough just to relax in the seat, let someone else take over for a while, and close his eyes. 
 
    But even through the thick, bulletproof windows and the doors of the tank-like SUV, Hank heard the anguished cries of the masses as they fled for their lives. It kept him from sleeping. 
 
    "What have we done?" he whispered. 
 
    "Sir?" The Secret Service agent on his left asked. Matheson, on his right, stared out the window, impassive. The agent on his left—his name patch read Atkins—continued to watch Hank. “Who has done what?" 
 
    "Us," Hank said as he held his hands up in a helpless gesture. "The government. We exist to serve these people," he said as he pointed out the window. "These are Americans—our fellow citizens. You, me, all of us in this car—we're the ones that are supposed to be protecting them. And yet we’re running them over like stray dogs and threatening to shoot them if they don’t get out of our way." 
 
    Atkins shook his head sadly. "Sir, at this moment, the government can't protect itself." 
 
    "What…what are you saying?" 
 
    Atkins sighed and removed his headset. He rolled his neck and rubbed his face. The dark paint under his eyes smeared down his cheek. "Sir, the COG Protocol is in effect. They’ll do a thorough briefing with you when we reach RRMC, but I can give you a quick rundown." 
 
    “RRMC?" Hank asked. "I don't know what you're talking about." 
 
    "You wouldn't have, sir. COG rules were for the top-tier officials in Washington. You were on somebody's list as a backup…to a backup. When Director Ghest didn't make it to his pre-arranged extraction point—for whatever reason—they moved down the list to the next person." 
 
    "Jerry," Hank whispered. 
 
    Atkins nodded. "Deputy Director Martin failed to reach his designated extraction point as well. You're the first person on our list to actually make it.” 
 
    Matheson leaned forward. “Congratulations, sir.” 
 
    Hank looked at Matheson’s emotionless face for a moment, then turned back to Atkins. "So Director Ghest didn't make it and Jerry didn't make it…but I did?" 
 
    Atkins glanced at his partner. “Uh…yes, sir.”   
 
    Hank looked out the window at the mob of people, some of them noticing the vehicles for the first time and begging for help. "What if I couldn’t make it to that intersection I found you at?" 
 
    Atkins’ answer was immediate. "My list indicates that we would've gone to…" he said as he looked down at his wrist-mounted tablet. "Uh…Stacy Grinley.” 
 
    "Never heard of her." 
 
    "Most of these people probably never heard of you, either, sir." 
 
    Hank shook his head. "Oh, I’m gonna have one hell of a headache over this for sure…" 
 
    "Understandable, sir. Once we get you to RRMC—” 
 
    "What is this acronym nonsense? Where are you taking me?" 
 
    "As soon as we can get out of the city, sir,” Atkins explained patiently, “we’re taking you to a secure installation called the Raven Rock Mountain Complex. Site R. You’ll be safe there until this crisis is over." 
 
    "Raven Rock?" Hank frowned. “I think…yeah, I may have heard of that...” 
 
    "Yes, sir,” Atkins agreed. “It's a secure underground installation built during the Cold War. You'll find answers to your questions there—or at least someone more qualified than me can answer your questions." 
 
    “It’s above our pay grade, sir,” Matheson said with a grin. 
 
    Hank closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. "I don't…how did this happen? Why is the government falling apart…because we lost power?" He opened his eyes and looked at Matheson for an answer. 
 
    Matheson leaned forward and glanced at Atkins. Atkins looked back at Matheson then at Hank. "You really don't know, sir?" 
 
    Hank sighed. "Would I have asked if I'd known?" 
 
    Atkins nodded. "Fair enough.” He took a deep breath and let it out slowly as the car jostled through a particularly dense crowd of people. The driver laid on the horn and blared police sirens.  
 
    “It's not the power outage itself—it's the knowledge that the power’s not coming back on that caused everything to fall apart." 
 
    "Wait a minute…” Hank said, holding up a hand and looking at Atkins. “The power’s not coming back on? What about nuclear power plants?" 
 
    Atkins shrugged. "I'm not a scientist, sir—I don't pretend to know the details. I just know what I'm told.” 
 
    Matheson leaned forward. “And we were told that power generation and delivery is expected to be interrupted for at least 24 to 36 months—until new heavy transformers are built and put back online." 
 
    Hank sat back in his seat. "This is it. The end." 
 
    Matheson nodded. "I'm afraid so, sir. 
 
    "How?" Hank asked, in a stupor. “How is this possible?” 
 
    Atkins shook his head and rubbed his face again. "Sir, that's way above my pay grade. Things spiraled out of control and people a lot smarter than me tried to stop it, but it didn't work. I don't know if anybody's ever gonna have the answer to that question, but it probably won't be in my lifetime." 
 
    "So,” Hank said slowly, “we’re all just scrambling—rats jumping off of a sinking ship—looking for a safe place to hide, anywhere we can?" 
 
    "That about sums it up. But these rats have guns," Atkins said as he patted the rifle between his legs. 
 
    “That’s a roger,” Matheson said with a grin. 
 
    Atkins jerked his chin toward the driver. "We'll get you to Raven Rock, and then the rest of the other designees that have been extracted will begin to gather. You’re part of the second wave, so there will be a few people there waiting for you." 
 
    "I take it the President was in the first wave?" 
 
    "Yes sir, as was the vice President, the speaker of the house, and the President pro tem of the Senate. The Supreme Court as well. Although…last I heard, only the President made it out." 
 
    Hank blinked, staring out the windshield at the mass of humanity clogging the streets. "You're telling me that we lost most of the senior officials of the government? Just like that?" 
 
    "Unknown at this time if they’re alive or dead, sir," Atkins said as he looked out his own window. "I haven't heard anything about SecState or most of the members of Congress. My unit was tasked with getting the director of the FBI and the director of the CIA. We,” Atkins said, gesturing at the men in the vehicle with them, “managed to get you, so I call that a win. I don’t know what everyone else is doing…but I hope they’re having better luck than we had trying to get you.” He shook his head. “I don't know. I don't know if I'll ever know. Once we drop you off at Raven Rock, we're going back out for the next person on the list." 
 
    "How long will you keep doing this?" Hank asked. 
 
    "As long as necessary." 
 
    Hank was quiet for a long moment. "Don't you have families?" 
 
    The car rocked—another unfortunate soul got a Goodyear back massage. The agent turned and looked at Hank. "Some of us do, sir. Most of us don't—it's better that way." 
 
    Matheson looked at Hank. "I doubt I'd be sitting here if I was married, sir." 
 
    The enormity of that statement sank in immediately. Hank stared up at the roof of the car as two people slammed into the side and pounded on the windows, demanding entry. A single gunshot from the front vehicle dropped one of the refugees, leaving a streak of crimson down the window. A large space opened up around the vehicle. 
 
    "They can't do that!" Hank blurted. "That's murder!" 
 
    Matheson turned to Hank. "Sir, you're the only law enforcement official on the streets right now. You telling me you'd like us to stop the motorcade and arrest the shooter?" 
 
    Atkins scoffed. "It doesn't matter, sir—the President suspended the Constitution as soon as all this went down," he said as he gestured at the bloody window. "Until things get back under control, the law is what the President says it is." 
 
    Hank blinked. "Is that even possible? That can't be constitutional…" 
 
    Atkins checked the safety on his weapon. "Sir, that's a question you'd probably have to ask the Supreme Court. If they show up." 
 
    "What do you mean, if they show up? They’re a crucial part of our government, of course they’ll show up!" 
 
    Atkins sighed. "The Supreme Court has been traditionally…reluctant to take part in continuity of government exercises. I've never heard of any of them cooperating, not like the other heads of departments." 
 
    "You mean you guys practice for this stuff?” 
 
    "At least once a year, sir,” Matheson responded. “Be kind of silly to have us not run through the exercises. You'd think that when something actually happened, the people getting evacuated would want us to…know what we’re doing, right?” 
 
    Hank swallowed. "Like the Director and the Deputy Director." 
 
    Matheson nodded. “Yep.” 
 
    Atkins cleared his throat. “Alright, Matheson, you made your point.” He looked at Hank. "Now if you'll just relax, sir, we've got another forty minutes-plus at this pace before we can get across the border to Raven Rock." 
 
    It turned out to be closer to 50 minutes, but they finally made it outside Washington and across Maryland to the Pennsylvania border. They lost the trailing vehicle in the convoy after some clever rioters managed to ram it with another vehicle. The agents made a valiant effort to rescue their trapped brethren, but in the end the call was made that Hank was more valuable at Raven Rock than the lives of the extraction team.  
 
    Hank begged them not to leave, and the agents respected him for that, but in the end, they left. Orders were orders, Atkins explained. 
 
    And so, almost five hours after leaving downtown Washington, two bullet-riddled, charred, smoking Suburbans finally pulled up to the main gate at the Raven Rock Mountain Complex, just inside Adams County, Pennsylvania, halfway up the side of an eight-hundred-foot-high mountain. They’d traveled through small towns, gone down deserted back roads and blown through two impromptu roadblocks set up by nervous locals. They’d stopped only once when an injured agent in the lead vehicle needed resuscitation, but in the end, he’d died. They put him in the back of the SUV and carried his body with them. 
 
    A weary, bedraggled, nearly exhausted Hank Bellasconi, Director of the FBI, blinked as a camouflaged soldier opened the passenger door and helped him and the agents exit the vehicle. "I need to see your identification, sir," the soldier said in a no-nonsense, clipped tone. 
 
    Hank couldn’t help but look around at the unassuming entrance to the government complex. There was a small guard shack, a chain-link fence—with concertina wire—and half a dozen armed soldiers. 
 
    “This…this is it?” he asked. 
 
    “Sir. I need that ID. Now.” 
 
    “Oh…of course,” Hank said as two other soldiers carrying rifles showed up. He patted his pockets and pulled out his wallet and his badge. The guard flipped through his identification, pulled out his official FBI card, turned it over and scanned the back. 
 
    “What are you scanning? There’s nothing—” 
 
    His handheld device beeped, and a green light appeared. "There’s a chip in the card of everyone on The List.” He handed back the ID and badge. “Welcome to Raven Rock, Director Bellasconi.” 
 
    Hank thanked the guard, then followed the Secret Service agents through a massive open door that looked big enough for a 747 to fly through. As he stood there staring up at the cavernous tunnel built into the mountainside, several soldiers jogged by carrying rifles. "Sir, if you'll stand aside please, we've got another convoy coming in." It wasn’t a request. 
 
    The agents ushered Hank to the side just in time for several battered school buses to roll into the facility. The lead bus had plenty of red gore smeared across the front of its crumpled bumper and the driver had a thousand-yard stare and gripped the wheel with white knuckles. 
 
    The faces that peered out from the windows were mostly on the older side and unrecognizable. As the second bus rumbled past in a cloud of diesel exhaust, he pointed. "That's the congressman from South Carolina." 
 
    "If you say so sir," Matheson said as he pulled Hank through a man-sized door labeled Processing. 
 
    Inside, an army sergeant waited for Hank with an impatient look on his face. Hank handed over his ID badge and watched as it was scanned. Then the sergeant turned and thumbed through a stack of thick manila envelopes. 
 
    “You know, I never knew that ID had a chip in it…” 
 
    The sergeant gave Hank a look, then grunted. He pulled an envelope free that was especially thick compared to the others and handed it over. "Here you go, Director Bellasconi." He gestured down the hallway. "If you follow that red line on the floor there, the procurement officer at the next station will assign you quarters, get you a fresh change of clothes, a tablet, and something to eat." 
 
    Hank turned to look at the Secret Service agents. "Are you coming with me?" 
 
    "No sir,” said Atkins with a slight shake of his head. “We’re going back out there. We've got more names on the list and there’s still daylight.” 
 
    Hank ignored the fact that if it took them another five hours to return to D.C., they’d be searching in the dark. "Are you going to try to rescue the other agents in the third car?" 
 
    A pained expression came across Matheson's face, and he turned away. Atkins stepped forward. "No sir. Our orders are to retrieve the next name on the list." He gave a curt nod. "I'm glad you made it, sir.” He turned to leave, then stopped. He looked Hank dead in the eyes. “Earn this." 
 
    He shook hands with Hank, then turned and left, Matheson in tow.  
 
    "Director Bellasconi,” the sergeant in charge of processing said, “just follow that red line there, sir…on the floor. We have a large group of incoming — I don’t know if you saw the buses or not — so I'm gonna need you to go ahead and clear out of here. Sir.” 
 
    Hank held up the manila envelope. "Of course. Thank you—thank you very much, uh…sergeant." He turned and shuffled off down the sterile, linoleum tiled floor and followed the red line. The world had completely turned upside down in the last two days, and it was all he could do to focus on the red line.  
 
    A wry smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. Some psychologists during the Cold War really knew what they were doing. Anyone dropped off at a government relocation facility like Raven Rock would likely have been under extreme duress and stress…following the red line was easy to do. 
 
    Hank looked up, and his vision blurred. It was about the only thing he could do. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Sounden, Arizona 
 
      
 
    Derek pulled the greasy tarp over his head and Hiram's unconscious body. "Keep an eye out on the front door…I've got to get a better look," he muttered as he disappeared under the heavy canvas. 
 
    "Got it," Lisa said, her voice muffled by the fabric. Derek turned on the headlamp and recoiled in horror. One whole side of Hiram's face was a charred, blackened mess. The gray hair that stuck out all over his head like a mad scientist before the explosion had been completely burned off. His clothes had likewise burned on the left side of his body. 
 
    "Oh, man—you’re a mess…" Derek said, trying not to gag over the smell of burnt flesh and hair. He pulled open the first aid kit and immediately dug through it, looking for burn relief gel packs. Derek breathed through his mouth and grimaced as he opened the packs, then tried to clean the blistered, blackened skin of dust and dirt. Derek shook his head. "I don’t know how I’m going to do this, Hiram…" 
 
    "Don't worry about it," the old man groaned. "Let me die in peace," he said as he raised one feeble hand and tried to push Derek away. 
 
    "No, I'm not gonna let you sit here and die…" 
 
    "Don't make me suffer," Hiram pleaded. 
 
    Derek paused, bandages in his hands, as he looked down at Hiram's ruined body. The old man cracked open his one good bloodshot eye. The other eyelid had fused to his cheek in the heat of the blast. He snorted. "Guess I got a little too close…" 
 
    Derek clenched a fist and aimed his finger at Hiram's face. "You promised," he hissed. 
 
    The old man laughed, and the effort cracked his burnt lips. Blood welled up, and Derek immediately dabbed at the injury. Hiram turned his head away, smearing bright red blood across the blackened skin of his cheek. "Leave me be, I said," he muttered through the side of his mouth that still functioned. 
 
    Derek pulled his hands away. "Hiram…" 
 
    "I know I'm dying…I want to see my wife…" 
 
    Hiram was right, though. There was nothing he could do for the old man. He could patch up the injuries, but it would just prolong his suffering. 
 
    Derek shook his head, which caused the heavy canvas tarp to rustle. Dust trickle down onto Hiram's face. "I must look like a dog’s breakfast," the old man muttered. 
 
    Despite himself, Derek cracked a grin. "Well, let's just say you didn’t look like much the first time I met you…but you looked a lot better than you do now." 
 
    Hiram snorted, then coughed. He closed his good eye and clutched his uninjured hand to the blistered portion of his chest. "Hurts…" 
 
    Derek held his breath. On top of everything, his new friend appeared to be having a heart attack as well. There was absolutely nothing he could do. "I don't know what to do…" 
 
    "Just…tell me…did it work?" Hiram grunted. 
 
    "Yes," Derek admitted, numb. He grinned. "Yeah…as a matter fact, it did—I got Lisa out. She’s safe." 
 
    Hiram's body relaxed against the floor. "Good," he breathed. 
 
    "Hiram," Derek said as his hands hovered over the old man's body. "I can't…I'm sorry I'm so useless…I'm not a doctor…" 
 
    "Need a priest, not a doctor." 
 
    "Don’t say that," Derek growled. "I can't lose you—not after all you've done to help—" 
 
    “Did you check your car?" Hiram asked without opening his eye. 
 
    "What? I drove it over here after you fixed it…”  
 
    Hiram raised his good hand and grabbed Derek's wrist with surprising strength. "Did the patch hold?" 
 
    Derek blinked. "I…I don't know…I assume so…I haven't turned it on since that cop—that thug…since you shot Larry." 
 
    Hiram sighed and released his grip on Derek's wrist. "Gotta check it." 
 
    "What for?" Derek said as he sat back on his heels and put the bandages away. 
 
    "Well…the holes…" 
 
    Derek shook his head. "Hiram, I don't know how to weld." 
 
    The old man grimaced, then swallowed and licked his cracked, bleeding lips. "J. B. Weld…" He lifted his good hand and pointed feebly with shaking fingers toward the front of the station. "Desk drawer, right-hand side…use that to patch the tank if my trick didn’t hold." 
 
    "Hiram…" 
 
    "Takes a while to cure…" He fell silent. 
 
    "Keep talking," Derek begged. He didn't know what else to say. "Does it hurt much?" 
 
    The old man snorted through his ruined nose. "Not now…don't really feel anything. Little cold…if this is dying,” he scoffed, “I've had worse." 
 
    "Well, I guess the only good news I can tell you is that you won't have anything worse than this…" 
 
    Hiram laughed, then snorted, and choked on a combination of mucus and blood dripping from his open wounds into his mouth. Derek started, then helped the old man roll to the side and cough everything up. At last, Hiram caught his breath and nodded his thanks, then Derek rolled him gently on his back again. "Sorry…" 
 
    Hiram raised his hand and waved off his concern. "It doesn't matter…I took out a couple of those wannabe cops…" he said with a lopsided grin. "That's all I wanted to do…get a little payback and help you at the same time." 
 
    “So you got that going for you,” Derek said with a lopsided grin. 
 
    "Look, boy…” Hiram growled, “they're coming for you and there's only one thing you can do. You got to get out of here." 
 
    Derek shook his head under the tarp. "Hiram, I don't know…you're making me nervous—you said the gas tank might not work…we can't go until I check it." 
 
    "Well, I don't think they're going to allow you out of here before the storm ends. They were right on my tail—I only gave them the slip because them boys Willis has working for her don't know this town as well as somebody who was born and raised here. But she'll know where I'm headed—shoot, it's the only place I could go. I ain’t been home in over a year, not since my wife…" 
 
    "We can't help that now," Derek said, frustration leaking into his voice. “What am I supposed to do in the middle of this storm?” 
 
    "Well, I got an idea, but I don't think you're gonna like it." 
 
    "What's that? You gonna blow up the gas station, too?" 
 
    Hiram didn't say anything, but he grinned, making his cracked lips bleed even more. “Maybe.” 
 
    Derek rested his face in his hand. "Good grief…" 
 
    "Just hear me out…" 
 
    Derek exhaled. "Go ahead." 
 
    "They're liable to think that I blew everything I had on that building, what with the crater it left behind. But that ain't all I had." He pointed with his feeble, uninjured hand. "In the shop…in the back corner, there's a red oil can. That's the last of the thunder powder." 
 
    "What do you want me to do with it?" Derek asked. "We have to…I don't know, get ready to defend this place, not blow it up. We'll have nowhere to go…" 
 
    Hiram nodded, then coughed. "Yes…defend this place…set up barricades…you got pistols and that shotgun…make use of ‘em. Ain't nobody gonna be doing any long-distance sniping in the middle of the storm. Everything's gonna be in-your-face messy, up close and personal. Use the shotty." 
 
    "But the powder—" 
 
    “Relax, cowboy,” Hiram soothed, “I'll tell you everything you need to know about how to set up the charges. You have to move fast, though." Hiram wheezed, then coughed again. 
 
    "You better not die on me…" Derek growled. 
 
    "Relax, sonny, I ain't dying yet…I still got a few more of them goons to take out before I go meet my bride on the other side." 
 
    "Okay then," Derek said. "I'm afraid there's really nothing I can do…" he said as he indicated the various wounds and cuts and bleeding sores on the charred half of Hiram’s body. 
 
    The old man clicked his teeth. "Don't worry about me, son. Ain't nothing you can do anyway—I'm done for…but if I can spend the last couple minutes of my life telling you how to take out the rest of those scumbags, I'll consider it time well spent." 
 
    "Okay," Derek sighed. He packed up the first aid kit and swallowed. "What do I need to do first?” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    The Grove Safe House 
 
    Santa Fe, New Mexico 
 
      
 
    After the Inquisitor left to go change clothes, Isabel turned her attention to Cassie, still out cold on the floor, just inside the front door. She walked over and took a knee next to her in-laws’ neighbor, and gently touched her face. "Cassie? Cassie, can you hear me?" 
 
    She looked up, and saw the sympathetic, if distant, gaze from the young mother across the room as she huddled in the corner with her sobbing children. At least they'd stopped wailing and had shifted to shuddering sniffles where every other breath caused them to convulse as their bodies attempted to calm down. 
 
    Isabel looked down at Cassie. "Come on, Cassie…" she muttered. "I can't do this by myself…" She patted Cassie's cheek and gently wiped away the dust caked on her face. 
 
    Sighing, Isabel got to her feet and walked slowly into the kitchen. Exhaustion called to her with every step. Her muscles screamed for rest, her bones ached, her back was sore from all the hunched over walking she’d done…and her skin. Her skin burned with the heat of a weeklong trip to the Caribbean with no sunscreen. 
 
    Isabel wiped the dust from her forehead with the back of one raw, dusty wrist. The Inquisitor had left his bloody suit coat and dress shirt where they lay, draped over one of the chairs at the kitchen table. She moved over to the sink and tried the water. Nothing, but she'd expected that outcome with the city's power situation, what it was.  
 
    She shuffled over to the fridge and opened it, expecting it to be empty. Based on the spartan decor—or rather, the complete lack of decor—in the little house, Isabel was pleasantly surprised to find the still-cool fridge fully stocked with cases of water, hard cheeses, and cured meats.  
 
    She stood there, blinking. What in the world…? What was this guy preparing for? 
 
    She quickly pulled out four bottles of water and shut the fridge to keep most of the cold air trapped inside. On the way out of the kitchen, Isabel paused and searched through a few cabinets. She found table settings for two, a few bowls and plates, and little else. The last cabinet she found fully stocked with canned goods: vegetables, fruits, soups, and canned meats and…bread.  
 
    Isabel shook her head. She'd never seen canned bread before. But the label on the outside of the can proclaimed it to be the finest brown bread with raisins outside of Boston. Promising her growling stomach she’d return, Isabel trudged back into the main room and immediately handed over the water to the young mother and her two children. 
 
    "Gracias.” 
 
    "Are your children okay? I know that was a traumatic experience…" Isabel asked as she knelt in front of the woman. 
 
    "Si. Yes—thank you," the young woman added quickly. She reached out a hand and touched Isabel's arm. "Are we safe here? Will that man…will he try to…?" 
 
    Isabel nodded. "That man is very dangerous, but he is sworn to protect my friend and I. And now that you're under his protection as well, I believe that he would die to keep us safe.” Isabel sighed and rubbed her face. “I trust him more than I thought I would, and so far he's kept his promise to me. He saved my life several times in the past few hours alone." 
 
    The young mother leaned back against the wall. She closed her eyes as her children snuggled against her. "Madre de Dios…this is the worst day ever." 
 
    Isabel twisted the top off the water and took a long drink. "But at least we have water. We can wash our faces and hands, and the pantry in the kitchen is full of canned goods—there's even canned bread.” 
 
    “Food?” the little boy asked. He glanced up at his mother and smiled through the tear tracks.  
 
    “That’s right,” Isabel said with a wide smile. “And meat and cheeses in the fridge. We won't be hungry or thirsty, that's for sure." 
 
    The young woman exhaled and closed her eyes. "My name is Elena. This is José, and this little one is Selena." 
 
    Isabel smiled at the two small children, their big eyes wet and glistening in the dim light. "My name is Isabel. It's very nice to meet you both," she said as she offered her hand. The little boy, no more than five years old, instantly reached out and took her hand in his tiny grip and shook it. He muttered something in Spanish, and Elena smiled down at her child. 
 
    Isabel smiled, too. "I need to check on my friend, but I think once I get her moved to the couch over there, we should get something to eat. Does that sound nice?" 
 
    Elena grinned at her. "I tell you what—let me help you move your friend, and then I'll go into the kitchen and fix us something. The kids can eat at that table." She looked up at Isabel. "Do you think…he…will mind?" 
 
    Isabel stood and dusted her pants. "He wants to leave here as soon as possible, so I don't think he cares about disturbing anything. We should probably eat sooner rather than later." 
 
    "Then we should hurry," Elena said as she stood and instructed her children in Spanish to stay in the corner and drink their water. Between the two of them, they were able to—barely—get Cassie off the floor and moved over to the couch in a more comfortable position. The skinny woman was heavier than she looked. 
 
    Isabel frowned and wiped the sweat from her brow. Or maybe I'm just more exhausted than I thought. 
 
    Elena took her kids into the kitchen and began rummaging through the cabinets. Every now and then she would squeak in surprise and laugh at what she found. Isabel couldn't help but smile as she tended to Cassie and gently wiped dirt and dust from her friend’s face with a moistened paper towel José brought her from the kitchen.  
 
    Every time the storm gusted outside, the entire house seemed to tremble, and little trickles of dust sifted down from the ceiling. When it happened, Isabel partially leaned over Cassie to protect her until the house settled. "I don't know when one of these gusts is going to bring down a wall or bust out a window, but I need you to wake up, Cassie. I can't do this by myself…" 
 
    When she’d cleaned Cassie's face, she moved on to the cuts on her arm. As the wet towel touched a particularly deep scratch, Cassie moaned, and her eyes fluttered open. She gasped and sat fully upright, almost smacking her head against Isabel's. 
 
    "What—where—no!" she called out, her arms flailing. 
 
    Isabel blocked the errant hands that flew at her face and grabbed Cassie by the shoulders. "Cassie! It's me, Isabel! It's okay—you're okay. You're safe and not hurt." 
 
    Cassie's breathing slowed and her chest stopped heaving. Her eyes focused on Isabel, and she blinked. "I…what happened?" she asked as she gently probed her face with her fingertips. "My face is clean…" 
 
    "You're welcome," Isabel said as she let go of Cassie's shoulders and sat on the couch next to her. She handed over the filthy washcloth and wiped her hands on her pants. "Here, you can finish cleaning up. I have a bottle of water here for you, too," she said as she handed over the last unopened bottle. 
 
    Cassie's face lit up at the sight of the bottle, and she ripped the cap off with trembling hands and drained half in one go. When she'd temporarily slaked her thirst, she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and collapsed against the sofa with a sigh. "What happened?" 
 
    "What do you remember?" Isabel asked. She glanced out the dusty window at the sand and smoke blowing past the front of the little house. 
 
    "The Inquisitor…he had a gun…they—there were two men on the porch with him…then he shot one." She turned and looked at Isabel. "That's all I remember." 
 
    Isabel nodded and relayed the rest of the story to Cassie, who covered her mouth with both hands at the telling. When she was finished, Isabel stood up and walked over to the window. "So for the time being, I don't know how long we’ll be here. Elena—that's the mother—and her two kids are in the kitchen trying to put together a meal of some sort from the canned goods I found in the pantry.” 
 
    Cassie swallowed. “What’s he…where is he?” 
 
    Isabel knew who he was. “The Inquisitor’s changing into a new set of clothes and doing…whatever it is he does. He says he wants to leave," Isabel said as she turned and looked at Cassie, who now sat up on the couch. 
 
    “When?” 
 
    Isabel frowned. "As soon as possible. He expects there's going to be more fighting now that the refugees know where we are. I'm inclined to believe him based on what happened on the porch." 
 
    "But we just got here—we just got out of the storm," Cassie pleaded as she tried to sit up, winced, and put a hand to the side of her head. "I don't think I can get up…" 
 
    "Don't try…” Isabel whispered, keeping an eye on the hallway to the single bedroom. “The longer you stay on that couch, the longer we can stay here. But I'm thinking that he might be right…I don't think we can ride out the storm here." 
 
    "Where else are we going to go?" Cassie asked. “We can't go back to the Grove…and we’ll need a car if we want to go back to my place…but it was all shot up when we left.” She moaned. “I have no idea what it looks like now." 
 
    Isabel looked at Cassie. "We go back to the Valley Village. My in-laws are there…and my kids…" 
 
    Cassie opened her eyes and gripped her water bottle tight. "Isabel…we don't know…" 
 
    Isabel swallowed, wiped at her eyes, and looked away. "I know," she said in a husky, choked voice. "But it's all I’ve got to rest my hope on. I have to believe that they’re there and that they’re safe. Otherwise, I don't think I'd be able to function—I can't even think about Derek…” She closed her eyes, offered a silent prayer for her husband’s safety, and tried not to cry. The house shuddered one more time. "The storm doesn't seem like it's moving on…" 
 
    "Well, at least we haven't seen any of that creepy blue lightning crawling over things. That was the worst…it was like watching a ghost.” 
 
    Isabel nodded. "If we ever come across that, make sure you don't touch it. That’s a very powerful static electric charge. There are stories from the original Dust Bowl back in the ‘30s of people getting knocked unconscious by a similar phenomenon." 
 
    "Who's hungry?" Elena called as she walked into the room carrying a tray full of cheeses, meats, and an open can of brown bread. "The can of bread says we’re supposed to put it in the oven…but we opened it and tried it with forks—" 
 
    "It’s delicioso!” José exclaimed. 
 
    "En ingles, por favor," Elena said gently to her son. 
 
    "It tastes good," José, the little boy, said with a chipmunk-cheek smile. 
 
    They all sat down on the couch, with the children on the floor in front of Elena. Isabel righted a mission style coffee table, and they placed the tray of food there. For several minutes, they ate in silence, eating the cheese, meat, and taking turns passing the can of brown bread around so that everyone could get a few forks of the moist product.  
 
    The bread had made one circuit through the group when the Inquisitor marched into the room, buttoning up a newly pressed shirt. The outfit he wore looked exactly like the one he'd been wearing when Isabel had first met him. If nothing, the man knew how to dress. Everyone froze and stared at him as he stood in the doorway. 
 
    "Did anyone perchance find tea in the provisions?" 
 
    No one said anything. The children scuttled closer to their mother, and Elena slowly shook her head. 
 
    "Pity." He turned and disappeared into the kitchen. 
 
    Elena looked at Isabel, and Cassie looked at Elena. "Is he always so…odd?" 
 
    Cassie stifled the snort. "Well, he's English…" 
 
    "That's not what I meant…after he just killed two people. Not only does he change into a suit that looks better than anything my husband's ever owned, but he's only worried about tea?" 
 
    Isabel shrugged. "Yes. He's a bit strange." 
 
    Elena muttered something in Spanish, then turned to look at Isabel again. "I hope you are right to put your faith in this man." 
 
    "I don't know if I have any faith in him," Isabel said, “but I trust him." 
 
    "The Inquisitor made a solemn vow," Cassie said, as she put her plate down and looked at the other women, her voice deadly serious. "He would rather die than break that vow. As long as you're with him, you'll be safe." 
 
    "Quite right," the Inquisitor said as he returned into the living room carrying his own bottle of water. "Always had a soft spot for the wee ones," he said with a grin as he leaned down and snatched a couple of pieces of cheese off the tray. He popped one piece into his mouth and chewed thoughtfully. "Well, it's not Leinster…but it's not bad, either. I suppose this came from Wisconsin?" he said as he examined a piece in the weak, dust filtered light. 
 
    Outside, the storm howled, and the only window in the room rattled in its frame. He turned and walked over to the offending portal, then peered outside. "You remember when I said that we would have to evacuate?" 
 
    Isabel took another piece of meat and put it in her mouth. "I do," she said as she chewed. She reached for a piece of what looked like Swiss cheese, then took the offered can of bread from Cassie. "And you remember what I said? About how we need to take a minute to catch our breath? Cassie here probably can't get up and run at all…she needs rest." 
 
    "Well, I hope she got rest while she was asleep," the Inquisitor said as he turned to look over his shoulder. "Because that trouble that I mentioned finding us?" 
 
    Isabel swallowed. The meat had suddenly lost its flavor and filled her throat like steel wool. "I remember…" she choked out. 
 
    The Inquisitor backed up from the window and drew his pistol from the holster at the small of his back. "The trouble has found us." 
 
    "What do we do?" Elena said as she jumped up from the couch and pulled her children to their feet. 
 
    Cassie's eyes grew large, but she got up as well. "Where do we go?" 
 
    "They'll be expecting us to run out the back door,” the Inquisitor said calmly. “By the looks of the gentleman approaching the front door," he added as he peered out the window, "I imagine they're going to try to break the door down with brute force and rush us at once. Quickly now," he said to the children. "Everyone follow me." He turned and jogged through the house to the back door. "This house has a small backyard—there’s a gate on the far side that opens into the adjoining property. It’s an art gallery." 
 
    "Yes, there are many on this road," Elena confirmed. 
 
    "Precisely,” the Inquisitor said with a tight smile. “That is exactly where they will expect us to go—so, we shall do the opposite.” 
 
    "What do you mean?" Cassie asked. 
 
    "We shall exit this door, cross the yard, and file through the gate—but we shan’t enter the next building. There's a little alley that runs between the two structures. The exit is right across the street from the Santa Fe River. We’re going to run across the road and into the ravine." 
 
    "I'm not taking my children into the river…besides, it's not much more than a creek at the moment." 
 
    "I understand that,” the Inquisitor said patiently, “which is why it should give us space to maneuver." 
 
    Cassie looked at him. “You mean we're just going to run?" 
 
    "My dear, we don't have any other options. Unless you all are armed to the teeth and have enough training to help repel even an uncoordinated home invasion, I simply cannot deflect the number of people about to burst into this dwelling." 
 
    "Surely we’re not going to just hide down in the riverbed?" Isabel asked. “That’s your plan?” 
 
    "Heavens, no…” the Inquisitor replied, mortified at the suggestion. “I suggest we load up as much as we can from the kitchen, then use the riverbed to move unseen to another location." 
 
    They split up, each of them grabbing as many unopened supplies as they could. The Inquisitor found plastic shopping bags in the cupboard under the sink, and these they filled with canned goods, cheeses, and more of the canned bread and cured meats from the fridge. The Inquisitor himself loaded up a double bag of bottled water. "Everyone ready? Do we have everything we need?" 
 
    Someone pounded on the front door. 
 
    Isabel flinched as she looked toward the front door. "I think that's our cue…"  
 
    “We know you’re in there! Let us in!” Several voices rose in agreement. 
 
    The Inquisitor winked at her and smiled. "Quite right. Ladies, if you'll follow me…" He walked over to the back door and pulled it open. The Inquisitor stepped out into the storm and vanished, his pistol leading the way. 
 
    Elena looked at Isabel, and they watched as Cassie dutifully followed the Inquisitor. "It'll be okay. Just stay close," Isabel said as she turned and marched out into the storm, not knowing whether the local girl would follow or not. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Village Defense Force Headquarters 
 
    Valley Village Retirement Community 
 
    Santa Fe, New Mexico 
 
      
 
    Riley found himself back in the infirmary and decided to stop and talk with Fiona before he found Otto. "Did you see the general?" she asked as she looked up from her patient. 
 
    Riley nodded. "Is it that obvious?" he asked with a smile. 
 
    "You don't look nearly so mad…he must have given you something to do." 
 
    Riley looked down at Kathy Powell, asleep on her makeshift pallet on the floor. He helped Fiona get up. "How is she?" 
 
    Fiona stretched her injured leg and shrugged. "She's sleeping,” she sighed, “so I guess that's about as good as anybody can ask, right about now." In that moment, she sounded more like a grizzled veteran nurse than the college student Riley met at her mother's house a few days earlier. Despite the fact that she'd been shot—twice—Fiona managed to put her own fears and anxieties aside and care for others. Pride swelled his heart, and a new sense of duty filled him. 
 
    "He wants me and Otto—" 
 
    She frowned. "Who's that?" 
 
    Riley waved off her question. "This crazy old guy…he's like the best sniper they have in the whole neighborhood. Anyway, he wants me and Otto to go check out a house that’s supposed to be full of supplies. We’ll take everything we can carry to the Rec Center." 
 
    "I thought you already went to the Rec Center?" Fiona asked as she put away her gear and looked up at him. 
 
    "Orders are orders," Riley said with a half shrug. "The general’s sending out feelers all over the neighborhood—we’re trying to track down where the looters and the Druids got off to.” 
 
    Fiona glanced at the window and the raging storm outside. “Now?” 
 
    Riley nodded. “He feels—and I agree—the best time to do it is under the cover of the storm." 
 
    Fiona narrowed her eyes at him. “Well, as long as you agree.” After a long moment, her face relaxed. "I suppose it's better that you're out running around under cover of the sand and everything than if you'd walk right into a straight up firefight." 
 
    Riley nodded. "I've been through enough of those already, thanks very much." 
 
    Fiona smiled. "Your grandfather was asking for you earlier." 
 
    "He's awake?" Riley asked, feeling a smile spread across his face. 
 
    "Mmmhmmm," Fiona murmured. She nodded her head to the left. "Down the hall, in the guest bedroom opposite the radio shack. It's the recovery room." She picked up the kit on the table. "I need to go in there and check on a few people, anyway. Want to come with?" 
 
    "Sure," Riley said as he held his arm out for her. 
 
    "I was kinda hoping you'd say that… I haven't found a cane or something to hobble around on just yet." 
 
    Riley snorted. “Glad I’m good for something.” He helped her limp to the door and smiled. "You're a good person, Fiona." 
 
    "You are, too," she said as she gripped his hand in hers. "Be careful out there," she whispered, her voice tremulous. "Okay?" 
 
    Riley paused before they entered the darkened recovery room. "I will. I have a lot to come back to. I think." 
 
    A pretty flush crept up her cheeks, and she looked away. "Your grandfather's in there. Better not keep him waiting." 
 
    "You listen to that girl, boy," Milton Stagg barked from inside the room. "She's the only one that's got any sense in this joint." 
 
    "I beg your pardon?" his grandmother, Gladys, sitting by his grandfather’s cot, asked as Riley walked into the room. His eyes adjusted to the darkness, and a moment later he saw his grandparents weren't alone. There were several cots around the periphery of the room, all with sleeping forms bundled up in blankets. One, in the far corner, had a portable emergency I.V. hanging from a nail in the wall. 
 
    "Come here, boy," his grandfather growled with a smile in his voice. "Let me see you." 
 
    Riley glanced at Fiona, who nodded and disentangled her arm from his. She moved over to one of the other patients and slowly lowered herself to her knees to begin her rounds. 
 
    Riley hustled over to his grandparents, gave his grandmother a one-armed hug, then took a knee next to Milton. "How you doing, pops?" 
 
    "I’d be doing a lot better if you didn’t ever call me that again—and I wasn't trussed up here like a hog going to market." 
 
    "Actually, we're doing the exact opposite of taking you to—" Fiona began. 
 
    "Oh, I know that…don't pay this old man any mind." He glanced at Riley and lowered his voice to a whisper. "You take care of that girl, you hear? She's done a good job caring for me." 
 
    "And I suppose I haven't done anything at all?" Gladys asked with mock indignation in her voice. “Typical man, trades me in for the newest model as soon as he can.” 
 
    "See this?” Milton asked, playing for sympathy. “The old battle ax never lets up, does she?" 
 
    Gladys laughed, kissed him on the forehead, then kissed Riley, and stood with popping knees. "Fiona, dear, I'll head into the infirmary and prep for the next shift. You take your time." 
 
    "Okay, thanks, Gladys." 
 
    "Listen here, Riley,” Milton grumbled. “what's going on? Nobody will tell me anything…I'd kill for a TV right about now." 
 
    “So would a lot of people…several have.” Riley shook his head. "It wouldn't do you any good—the power’s out everywhere." 
 
    His grandfather was quiet for a moment. "Everywhere?" he asked in a small voice. 
 
    Riley nodded. "That was the last word I heard from the radio room. We pretty much lost contact with everybody except a few HAM operators. Last report I heard about said Washington, New York, and most of the East Coast was dark. I think the whole country’s off-line now." 
 
    Milton sagged into the cot and sighed. "So this is how it ends…" 
 
    "I've heard a lot of people say stuff like that," Riley said. "But I think this is how it begins." 
 
    "How what begins? The collapse of Western Civilization?" Milton asked sourly. 
 
    "Maybe…but it’s also an opportunity, right?” 
 
    “For what? Power mad warlords to make their own little kingdoms out of the ashes of our country?”  
 
    Riley shook his head. “For my generation—and people like me—to step up and make things right." 
 
    "You been listening to too many conspiracy theories, boy. This ain’t no great reset. We don't pay attention, all of us are gonna end up dead, you hear? The whole country just got thrown back to the 1800s—there ain't more’n a handful of people across this nation that are ready for that kind of upheaval." He scoffed. “Unless you speak German and wear funny looking Abe Lincoln beards.” 
 
    "These folks were," Riley said with quiet confidence. "And I bet there's a lot more people like them out there who will get through this." 
 
    "This is just the beginning…” Milton argued. “The power’s been out, what? A couple days? Little longer out west? Only a few hours out east?" Milton shook his head and stared at the ceiling. "We got a rough few months ahead of us." 
 
    Riley nodded. "No doubt about that. To kick it off, something’s going on in Santa Fe, but we don't exactly know what yet." 
 
    “What do you mean, something?” 
 
    Riley shifted his weight on his knee. “Well, there’s like a big evacuation going on—there’s fires spreading through town…and the cops and fire fighters are just…gone.” 
 
    "What else?" Milton snapped. 
 
    "Well, the second dust storm hit, so we pulled back. Everybody's in lockdown, except for a handful of scouts the general’s got sweeping the neighborhood." 
 
    “And?" 
 
    Riley sighed. "I'm fixing to head out on a supply raid. There's a house on the other side of the neighborhood—one of the guys here says it’s full of food and stuff. We’re going to check it out and bring back what we can." 
 
    His grandfather reached out and gripped Riley's forearm with surprising strength. "You be careful, son. You're the only thing Rebecca has left in this world right now. Don't you dare leave her to face that alone." 
 
    "Grandpa,” Riley said, his voice suddenly uneven, “she's got you and grandma Gladys, too." 
 
    "But for how long?” Milton released his grip on Riley’s arm and his voice went soft. “If I get a cough, I could be gone," he snapped his fingers, "like that. Gladys too, though she won't admit it. I'll probably go before her anyway—she's always been a tough old bird." 
 
    "Stop talking like that," Riley hissed. He shot a quick glance at Fiona to see if she’d heard, but she was busy checking someone’s chest with a stethoscope in her ears. 
 
    "It's the truth,” Milton persisted. “You and your generation are going to have to pick up the pieces that we left of this world. You have to face a lot of hard truths in the coming days, weeks, and months. The sooner you get used to that, the better you'll be in the long run. Don’t regret what you have to do to survive. Hear me?" 
 
    Riley nodded. "Yes, sir.” 
 
    Milton grunted. “Why are you going out to check on this house now? We runnin’ low on something?” 
 
    Riley shook his head. “We’re using the storm as cover." 
 
    His grandfather looked up at him with a sudden intensity. "You still got my M1?" 
 
    Riley grinned. "Yup. Still heavy, still kicks like a mule, but I have it." 
 
    Milton relaxed into the cot again. He looked small and frail for the first time in Riley’s life. Milton Stagg had always been larger than life. "Good. You keep that baby purrin’ as long as possible. She’ll take care of you just like she took care of me." 
 
    "So far she has," Riley said with pride. He swallowed, looked away, then looked back. "I'm want to do you proud, grandpa." 
 
    Milton squeezed his arm again. "You already have, son, you already have. Now get out there, get your job done, and get back. Go on, before you get me all weepy. Be careful." 
 
    "Yes, sir," Riley said. He shook hands with his grandfather, then stood and left the recovery room. At the doorway, he turned back. Fiona looked at him, opened her mouth, then closed it and nodded. They’d said all the words that could be said. He nodded back. "We'll talk when I get back," he whispered. 
 
    She smiled, tucked a lock of her hair behind one ear. "Get on your way, soldier.” 
 
    Riley left the recovery room with a smile on his face. 
 
    When he found Otto at the front of the house, the smile faded. The wiry old man was already geared up and leaning against the corner, picking his nails. "’Bout time you showed up. Got your diapers changed, lieutenant?” 
 
    Riley rolled his eyes. “Give me a second to load up and we’ll get out of here.” 
 
    Otto smiled as he pulled his goggles down over his eyes. “Sure thing, LT.” 
 
    Riley walked over to the armorer and retrieved his grandfather’s Garand. “Why did I have to set up with you?” he asked Otto as he secured his goggles and face mask. The armorer grinned at him and handed over his ammo pouch. 
 
    The old sniper laughed and pulled up his own mask. “Just lucky, I guess. You ready or do you need another bottle and a burp?” 
 
    Riley frowned as he hooked the ammo pouch on his belt and adjusted his pack. “Just get us to this house of yours before you break a hip, old man.” 
 
    Otto laughed and opened the front door into the howling dust storm. “You’re all right, lieutenant.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Village Defense Force Headquarters 
 
    Valley Village Retirement Community 
 
    Santa Fe, New Mexico 
 
      
 
    Dana pressed herself against the wall in the darkened hallway as two older men struggled around her, cursing while they carried a bundle wrapped in dusty tarps. A third man followed them, holding a flashlight up and lighting their way through the darkened hallways.  
 
    The storm had fully descended upon the Valley Village Retirement Community and enshrouded everything in darkness. As Dana passed a window, she peered outside. "It's like midnight out there," she muttered.  
 
    "Near enough that no one can tell," a woman shuffling past said in a tired voice. 
 
    Dana moved toward the back door where a gaggle of older men with rifles kept watch. Several nodded in her direction, but no one smiled in the dim light. A man in the corner studied a crudely drawn map of the neighborhood with a flashlight and conferred with Chuck. He glanced up at her and nodded, which she returned. 
 
    "Anyone seen Riley Stagg?" she called out over the noise of the storm howling just on the other side of the back door. 
 
    Several dusty feet shuffled in the dust on the floor. "…I think he went back to the infirmary,” someone suggested. 
 
    Dana sighed. "Where's that?" 
 
    "Kitchen," Chuck barked without looking up from the map. 
 
    "Thanks," she replied. "Oh," she said as she turned back to the men. "If any of you see him, can you tell him that Agent Sinclair is looking for him?" 
 
    Several eyebrows rose, but no one said anything. "Thanks," she said in a flat voice. 
 
    Chuck grinned. "Roger that, FBI…we’ll let ‘im know." 
 
    Before Dana could leave, the back door opened in a burst of sand and wind. A man staggered in, carrying a large backpack. He stumbled under the weight, gasping and coughing. The others caught him, then gathered around and helped brush the dust and sand off, offered him a bottle of water, and removed his pack. 
 
    "Why was he out there?" Dana asked the man next to her. 
 
    "Supply runner," the militiaman said. He glanced at Dana's uncomprehending expression. "We’re not all just in this house. There's too many of us…so we’re spread out over the next couple houses as well. We took down a section of the walls between these two houses, see? Then we got somebody to volunteer to run supplies back and forth. We're pretty low on water here, but we brought back a bunch from the Rec Center, and that's all stashed in the house next door. So, he took over some bandages," he said, tilting his head at the newcomer, "and brought back some bottles of water.” 
 
    "Why would you do that in the middle of the dust storm?" Dana asked quietly. 
 
    "It's the perfect cover. Ain’t nobody can see what we’re up to, so nobody knows what we got…" 
 
    Dana grunted in approval. "Makes sense," she said, then nodded her thanks. She watched the newcomer recover from his trip through the storm with a thousand-yard stare, completely ignoring Dana as she left. 
 
    Dana worked her way back through the crowded hallways into the kitchen. She sighed. At last.  
 
    Riley was over in the corner near the young woman she'd met earlier—Fiona the Jealous. The two of them appeared to be having an animated conversation. She stepped into the kitchen, determined to talk to the young man, when a hand reached out and grabbed her by the wrist. "Hey," Kathy Powell said in a hoarse, croaky voice from her pallet on the floor. 
 
    Dana looked down at her one time suspect-turned-gunfight-partner and smiled. She quickly dropped down to one knee. "How are you feeling?" she asked her fellow survivor. She supposed that's what they were—no longer an FBI agent and suspect, but survivors of the collapse of…everything. 
 
    "Well, it sucks getting shot…again. But other than that, I'm okay. A little thirsty though—is there any water or anything around here?" 
 
    "Hang on," Dana said. She got up, jogged down the hall toward the back door where the militiamen were still unpacking the gear brought in by the runner, and asked for a bottle. 
 
    Chuck tossed a couple to her. "On the house," he said with a grin. 
 
    Dana raised one bottle in salute, then turned and jogged back to Kathy. She cracked open a bottle and held it, gently letting some of the lukewarm liquid into the injured woman's mouth. 
 
    More water ended up on Kathy's chin and shirt than it did in her throat, but she smiled just the same and wiped her mouth with the back of one bandaged hand. "Thanks," she gasped. "It's amazing how dry your throat can get here." 
 
    "It's good to see you awake. You had me scared back there at the other house." 
 
    "Yeah, about that…” Kathy said as she tried to focus on Dana’s face. “What exactly happened?" 
 
    Dana caught Kathy up on the events of the last minutes of the siege after she’d passed out. "And then…these guys showed up,” she said with a gesture that encompassed the kitchen, “and finished off the last of the looters.” She nodded at Riley. “That young man over there in the corner carried you here from across the neighborhood—through the storm—and we’ve been here ever since. Another storm hit, by the way." 
 
    "That’s why it’s so dark out?" Kathy muttered. "I thought I saw lights at one point…" 
 
    "You did. Back at the entrance, there’s battery-powered candles. There's also a radio shack built into this house—it's pretty impressive." 
 
    “So…I’ve had an exciting day,” Kathy muttered. 
 
    “We all have,” Dana said with a smirk. “And now we’re in lockdown with this sandstorm.” 
 
    Kathy closed her eyes. “Again.” She rested her head and was quiet for a long moment. 
 
    Dana nodded. “I’m going to find her.” 
 
    Kathy opened her eyes and looked up at Dana. “I believe you. I owe it to her kids—” 
 
    Dana stood, causing Kathy to fall silent. Riley and Fiona had stopped talking and stared at the two women. “Riley.” 
 
    “Agent Sinclair.” 
 
    Dana glanced down at Kathy, then back at Riley. “Look, I know things didn’t go the way you wanted them to back there with the general—” 
 
    “That’s the understatement of the year,” Riley spat. 
 
    Dana’s eyes shifted to Fiona, who stood protectively near the young man. “I was hoping to speak with Riley in private.” 
 
    Fiona stared at her and didn’t move. Riley flushed. “I trust her, Agent Sinclair. Whatever you want to say to me, you can say in front of Fiona.” 
 
    Dana nodded. “Fair enough.” The tension in the younger woman’s shoulders relaxed a little—if Dana hadn’t been a trained agent, she doubted she, or anyone else would have noticed the subtle shift. “I just wanted to let you know that personally, I think we should go after your mother. Right now.” 
 
    Riley crossed his arms. “Funny. You pretty much said the exact opposite to the general.” 
 
    Dana frowned. “He’s right, though. He doesn’t have the manpower—the reliable, young-enough manpower—to both defend this place,” she said with a sweep of her hand to include the house/HQ, “and hunt down your mother in the middle of this storm. There’s just not enough evidence to even point in which direction she went.” 
 
    “You said it yourself,” he argued, “there were tracks in the sand—” 
 
    “Which have no doubt been obliterated with the onset of this new storm,” Dana interrupted gently. She shook her head. “There’s no hope of finding where she went…not right now. The only thing that could happen is one of these old men might get hurt, captured, killed, or worse.” 
 
    “What could be worse than getting killed?” demanded Fiona. 
 
    Dana leveled her best blank federal agent stare at the young woman. “Because if these organized looters find out where you are—at least the ones that we encountered,” she said as she indicated Kathy, still on the floor, “they won’t hesitate to attack all of you. Right now.” 
 
    Fiona scowled. “We can hold them.” 
 
    Kathy struggled to raise herself up on one elbow. “Girl, you weren’t there. You didn’t see what they were capable of. But,” she said to Riley, “you did see. You want to bring that here? To her?” she asked, looking at Fiona. 
 
    Riley looked at Fiona, too, flushed again, then turned back to face Kathy and Dana. “No. I guess I don’t.” 
 
    “So, do you think your mom would want you to run off half-cocked into this storm?” demanded Kathy. 
 
    His shoulders slumped. The resistance that had buoyed his chest left him and Riley looked deflated. “No.” 
 
    “There you go,” Kathy said with a sad smile.  
 
    Riley frowned. “So, what are we supposed to do? Just sit here?” 
 
    “My mom’s out there, too…” Fiona said, the hard glare on her face finally cracking. 
 
    “There’s a lot of scared people out there,” Dana said gently. “The best thing we can do is to be a shining beacon to everyone when the dust settles.” 
 
    “You’re really drinkin’ the Kool-Aid, huh?” asked Riley with a charming smirk. 
 
    Dana smiled. She could see why Fiona was attracted to the boy. “It’s the truth.” She put her hands on her hips. “The people in this town…they’ve planned, they’ve prepared, they’ve trained—” 
 
    “Well, they’re training now,” Riley said, rubbing his arm. “They’re—we’re getting the hang of all this tactical stuff. But it’s not easy.” 
 
    “Survival never is,” Kathy grumbled. She took Dana’s hand and struggled to her feet. She groaned and put one hand to the side of her head and closed her eyes. “That was a bad idea.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure you’re supposed to lie down,” Fiona said, limping forward. 
 
    Kathy held out a hand to stop her, even as she used the other hand to pinch the bridge of her nose. “No…no—I’ve got to get up.” 
 
    “You’re not going to be any use to anyone in Flagstaff if you show up dead,” Dana replied. 
 
    Kathy reacted as if she’d been slapped.  
 
    Dana laughed. “I know that’s where you were going.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “You just don’t get to survive a plane crash, then walk away when the FBI and the NTSB ask you stay put for a hot minute. Questions needed to be answered.” 
 
    “The storm didn’t give me the luxury of waiting. People were dying—are dying—in Arizona. My people.” 
 
    Fiona put her hands on her hips. “And what, you were single handedly going to save Flagstaff? Arizona? The western US? The world?” 
 
    Everyone turned to look at Fiona.  
 
    “What?” Fiona asked as she deposited some bandages on the counter. “You were thinking it,” she said to Dana. “I saw it on your face.” She shook her head and limped back to Riley. He pulled her aside, and they put their heads together for a moment. 
 
    Dana handed Kathy the open bottle of water. "Here…you need to get your strength back, Kathy." 
 
    Kathy lowered herself back to the floor and nodded in thanks. "What are we going to do?" 
 
    Dana sat next to her and put her back to the wall. "I don't know," she said as she opened her own bottle of water. It too was lukewarm, but felt wonderful on her parched throat. "There's not much anybody can do. This storm’s got us all on lockdown." 
 
    "I mean about Isabel." 
 
    "So do I." Dana sighed. "I'm not used to being helpless like this. I'm used to having the full weight of the FBI behind me wherever I was. I can't get a hold of Hank—my boss—I can't reach the J. Edgar Hoover building — I can’t reach anybody…it's like the rest of the world just disappeared." 
 
    “We have to go get her,” Kathy muttered. “I have to go get her." 
 
    Dana looked down at the injured woman. "I know." 
 
    They sat in silence for a moment, listening to the muffled roar of the wind outside the house and the quiet murmurings of Riley Stag and Fiona Lavoy on the far side of the infirmary. Fiona tended to the other patients, most of whom were ambulatory and left on their own after receiving bandages, but a few, like Kathy, were immobilized and in treatment beds—really just pallets on the floor made up of bedding and cushions from a couch.  
 
    Serious cases were taken down the hall to a spare bedroom that had once been Caitlyn Wright’s craft room. Since the storms hit, it had been converted into a hospital, where Caitlyn and her volunteer nurses spent most of their time. Fiona was left to run the triage at the infirmary. 
 
    Dana had to admit, it was a fairly efficient set up. Not only did it give the younger woman a way to occupy her time while she was too injured to help Riley, but it provided a triage location for people to be processed before being sent to the limited space they had in the hospital room. 
 
    Riley and Fiona finished their discussion and stood apart for a moment, then Riley said something quietly and left. Dana watched until she could no longer see him down the hallway, and the jangling of his equipment disappeared into the background noise. "So Fiona…” she said to the younger woman, “what's your connection to all this?" 
 
    Fiona sighed, limped over to Dana and Kathy, and slowly lowered herself to the ground using a makeshift cane. 
 
    "Protein bar?" Kathy asked, offering her half-eaten ration. "I'm not very hungry." 
 
    "No, thanks," Fiona said with a smile as she declined. "You really need to eat that." 
 
    Dana nodded. "That's what I told her." 
 
    Fiona looked at her hands for a moment. "Is Riley going to get in trouble for…?" 
 
    "Killing people?” Dana shook her head.  “Far as I'm concerned, it was all self-defense. If anybody in local law enforcement has any issues with that, I'll personally vouch for him." 
 
    Fiona relaxed and leaned back against the wall next to Dana. "Good. That's good. He saved my life," she added with a glance at Dana. 
 
    Dana didn't move a muscle, she just watched the younger woman. Fiona needed to talk. Dana let her. 
 
    "He saved his grandfather's life, too.” the redhead continued. “He tried to save my mom…but…" 
 
    "Did the Druids have anything to do with that?" Dana prodded gently. 
 
    Fiona sighed and stared up at the ceiling with glistening eyes. "She's one of them, unfortunately." 
 
    Again, Dana said nothing. She found over her career at the FBI that it was better to let the person she investigated have plenty of time to talk at their own pace. The tactic usually ended up providing more answers than not. 
 
    Once more, patience worked. "Well,” Fiona said, “mom’s not like one of these tattooed guys going around shooting up the place…some of them are pretty hardcore. They’re into some serious stuff like drugs and cult stuff." She shook her head. "My mom's not into that side of it. She's really just an artist. She's got one of their tattoos—”  
 
    Dana raised a hand and stopped Fiona. "It wouldn't happen to be like a little blue swirly thing, almost like a whirlpool, would it?" 
 
    Fiona nodded. "You know it then? They call it the Pictish swirl." 
 
    The Pict. The blood ran cold through Dana's veins, and the hair on the back of her neck tingled, and it wasn't caused by the ever-present static electricity of the storm. 
 
    "What do you know about these people…these Druids?" 
 
    Fiona looked at the floor. "Well…not a whole heck of a lot. My mom knows a lot, of course. I just know that when I went to college, she was just a starving artist—we have a lot of those out here.” Fiona shrugged. “When I came back, she was finishing an addition on the house—her new studio—and we suddenly seemed to have plenty of money. She said it was a gift from the grove." Fiona watched Dana frown. "That's what they call…I guess it's kind of like their church. Each congregation of Druids has their own grove. It's like a little meeting place or something. They've got some leadership or something…elders I think they call them, but the people that I've come in contact with are really creepy. Like some guy out of a bad mafia movie. And a big guy, like an enforcer. He looked like he could punch right through a brick wall." She shook her head. "When they tried to break into mom's house…” she looked Dana in the eye. “They were going to kidnap her until she paid back the money." 
 
    Dana nodded. "It's a pretty standard tactic among organized crime. Loan out money at exorbitant rates, then extort the borrower through violence or coercion, or take other things in kind…jewelry, paintings, property, that kind of thing." 
 
    "Right. That's what it felt like…like a mafia shakedown.” She blew out a breath. “Anyway…mom's been doing pretty good with her art in the last couple years, and she was starting to make headway…at least that's what she told me. But then this guy Nico shows up and…everything goes sideways.” 
 
    “When was this?” Dana asked. 
 
    “Right when Mr. Stagg and Riley came to visit…they were just checking on my mom before the first dust storm hit. I happened to be home on break for the summer. I was gonna go back to school in another week or so…then all this happened," she said as she waved at the dust covered floor, her bandaged leg, and the storm outside. 
 
    "A lot's happened, hasn't it?" Dana said sympathetically. 
 
    "You're telling me." 
 
    The three women sat for a long while, listening to the storm. Finally, Dana broke the silence. “I’m going to get your mom back and I’m going to bring down Nico.” 
 
    Fiona nodded. “Good. I’ll help.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Sounden, Arizona 
 
      
 
    Lisa wiped sweat from her face with one bandaged hand. "Derek…" she said, trying to catch her breath, "I'm sorry, I just don't know how much more help I'm going to be…I’m about tapped out here." 
 
    Derek grimaced as he looked at the injured scientist. "Don't worry about it, you've done your best…"  
 
    She leaned against one of the barrels filled with sand and used motor oil they'd been rolling out of the garage workshop into the office area. They weren't bulletproof, but Hiram figured the sand-oil mixture would be better than nothing at blocking incoming bullets. The problem was, they were heavy. 
 
    "Look…" Derek said when she opened her mouth to argue. "Why don't you check on Hiram. Take care of him while I handle this—he’s still got to help me set up the gunpowder." 
 
    "Thunder powder," the old man called. 
 
    Derek shook his head. "Thunder powder," he repeated. 
 
    Lisa smiled weakly. "Yeah, I can do that…" 
 
    Derek gripped her barrel and used his weight to tilt the thing up on its rim, then awkwardly roll–walked it over to the front door next to three other barrels, just like it. Behind him, Lisa shuffled over toward the old man and, hissing in pain, used her shillelagh from Sedona to lower herself to the floor. The carved wooden walking stick had been through a lot since Luke had given it to her back in Sedona. She looked at the worn, sand-blasted staff. It’s once glossy surface was pitted and scratched. She sighed and placed the faithful walking stick on the ground next to her. 
 
    Hiram watched her with a baleful, bloodshot eye and waited. 
 
    "Now," she said at length, after catching her breath, "how's my patient doing?" 
 
    "I don't know which one of us needs more help…" Hiram muttered from his pallet of rags, parkas, and spare clothes on the floor. 
 
    "Wow…okay, so it looks like some of your bandages already need to be changed," Lisa muttered upon inspecting the old man. 
 
    Derek maneuvered the latest barrel into place and let it drop to the floor. With a reverberating bam, he’d effectively formed a barrier across the front door. He paused to wipe sweat from his face. Outside, the storm still raged, and sand and dust billowed through the parking lot and around the oddly glowing gas pumps. 
 
    "Did you see it?" Hiram whispered. 
 
    "See what?" Lisa asked as she bent to her work. 
 
    "The explosion," Hiram replied with a cough. "Biggest one I ever made…yet." 
 
    "What do you mean, yet?" Lisa asked without taking her eyes off the injured man. 
 
    "You see the way them gas pumps are glowing out there?" 
 
    Derek turned from the windows. "Don't even think about asking me to rig up something to go out there…as soon as we touch those things—” 
 
    "I ain't wanting to get anywhere near those things!" Hiram blurted. "But once this goes off," he said with a wave of his good hand toward the front door, "you can bet the farm those pumps will go up like fireworks." Hiram laughed, his half- charred face twisted into a demonic gesture of mirth straight out of the Middle Ages. "Whooo-eee, I tell you what, I wish I could see it when she goes up." 
 
    "What are you talking about?" Derek said as he limped back toward the rear of the station. "You’re not dying here…" 
 
    "Oh, yes I am," the old man said. "Don't get all upset, neither," he ordered as he raised his burnt hand, then winced. "I ain’t walking away from this one, son. It's all right," he added quickly as Lisa opened her mouth to argue. "I get to go out on my own terms, and hopefully take out a few more of them scumbags with me." 
 
    Derek shook his head. "First things first—the front door’s pretty well barricaded. Those guys won't be able to just waltz right in now," he said as he gestured toward the barrels stacked up at the door. He looked around the office. "Is there any way in here other than the back door?" 
 
    "There's a back door in the shop, too, and the shop comes in over here," the old man said as he gestured toward the only other door in the office. 
 
    Derek nodded. "I saw that. Not real worried about the shop." 
 
    "Doesn't it have those big garage doors?" Lisa asked. "Seems like it’d be a pretty easy way for people to get in…" 
 
    "It would, if Hiram didn't have a bunch of junk cars in the way—” 
 
    "Junk!" Hiram sputtered. "They’re classics, boy! You can't buy those anymore!" 
 
    "There's a reason for that…" muttered Derek. He raised his hands in defeat. "Okay, either way, the cars are blocking the entrance. The only way in now is through the back door here," he said, pointing at the fire door behind Hiram, “and the back door in the shop. That’s all I was trying to sort out." 
 
    Hiram tried to raise himself up on his elbows in a cloak of indignation. "Junk cars…why, I oughtta—" 
 
    "Sleep,” Lisa snapped. “You need to rest." She placed one hand on his chest and firmly—but gently—pushed Hiram back to the floor. The old man closed his one good eye and nodded with a sigh. "Never could say no to a lady…" he muttered with a twisted, half charred grin. 
 
    "You are quite the character," Lisa said with a shake of her head as she continued cleaning his wounds and replacing bandages. 
 
    "So,” Derek said, “all we have to do is rig up the last of the wires and make sure the back door doesn't get breached…" 
 
    Hiram stared at the ceiling for a moment and twitched as Lisa tended to his hand. "Right…" he grumbled. "You did check your car, right? Be an awful shame to go through all this only to be stuck with a car that won't run…" 
 
    Derek sighed. "That's next on my list. Lisa, can you take this?" he asked as he drew his pistol and handed it to her grip first. 
 
    She looked up, both hands covered in antibacterial cream, blood, and bandages. "Just put it next to Hiram." 
 
    "I know you don't like these things," Derek said as he placed it next to the old man, "but if I'm outside messing with the car and they make their move…you need to at least fire a shot to give me a heads up." 
 
    "Don't worry about it, I'll take care of that," Hiram grumbled. 
 
    Leaving Lisa and Hiram in the main office, Derek limped to the back door and held his breath. He counted to ten, exhaled, and opened the fire escape door. The wind thankfully blew from the other direction, pummeling the front of the gas station, but created a pocket of relatively clear air in the rear.  
 
    That didn't help the fact that there was at least two feet of sand piled up against the door. Derek put his shoulder to it and pushed, and the metal door, grinding against dust and sand, created an awful squeal. He had to work harder and longer than he'd hoped, but eventually got the door open enough for him to stick his head out and look around.  
 
    Squinting in the gloom of the storm, he noticed the lumpy shape of Isabel's Subaru about a dozen feet away from the back door. Yellow and red-brown sand swirled in the air and stung his skin. He pulled the goggles down over his eyes and staggered out into the knee-deep sand. "Looks like flour, feels like flour, but it still isn't easy to walk through," he mumbled to himself as he struggled forward.  
 
    Every step he took, Derek was careful to use his good leg and clear as much of a path as possible. At the back of the building, it seemed most of the sand swirled further away on the backside of the car. The biggest drifts were out by the trees on the far side of the parking area. If he could clear a space by the door, they might get lucky and find it still clear when they needed to leave.  
 
    At least, that was his hope.  
 
    Derek pushed forward, shoving sand out of the way, and finally reached the side of his wife's car. He reached out for the handle and paused, remembering the blue static electricity crackling over the gas pumps. Derek flexed his fingers and thought for a moment, then carefully lifted one boot and placed the rubber sole against the door handle. A tiny spark arced between the handle and his foot, but Derek felt nothing and grinned behind his mask. 
 
    “Here’s hoping this thing’s discharged now," he muttered to himself as he reached out and took the handle. It felt warm to the touch, but there was no discernible shock. Derek closed his eyes and sighed in relief. At last, something had gone right. He scraped away as much of the sand as he could with his free hand and cleared the driver’s door, then pulled it open and climbed inside quickly to avoid letting dust blow into the cabin. 
 
    As Derek familiarized himself with the car again, a gust of wind shook the vehicle and cleaned off about half the hood. Derek leaned forward over the wheel and peered out the cracked windshield. It didn't look that deep. The other windows were completely covered with sand, but the driver’s side only had drifts up to the bottom of the door. He’d have to check the passenger side to see how bad it was, but first he wanted to make sure the engine would turn over. 
 
    Derek put the keys in, closed his eyes and said a silent prayer, then turned the key. The engine coughed and sputtered, but rumbled to life. Not wanting to press his luck, Derek tapped the gas pedal to rev the engine, then shut it off. 
 
    "Okay, so we know that works…" He checked that the coast was clear, then grinned at the futility of the exercise. He could barely see the rear of the gas station, let alone anything further away than ten or fifteen feet. If Mayor Willis and her hired thugs lurked out in the storm, Derek wouldn’t know about it until they stumbled into each other. 
 
    He took a deep breath, opened the door again and jumped out, then slammed it behind him and staggered around the back of the car. As he went, he wiped sand off the windows and door frames. His shoulders slumped when he reached the passenger side. Sand and dust formed drifts that piled up almost to the roof of the car. There was no way he could clear it all. 
 
    Reconnoiter complete, Derek worked his way back, following the same path he’d created in the dust toward the rear of the gas station. The door he’d propped open remained open. Then he heard a gunshot and froze.  
 
    In response, several more muffled pops crackled in the distance. With the wind howling around the gas station, Derek couldn't tell if the sound came from the front of the gas station or somewhere in town. His heart thudded as he staggered through the sand as fast as his body could force its way through the soft, yielding powder. 
 
    “Hiram! Lisa!” he yelled into the wind. The storm howled in response, but his friends remained silent. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    The Grove Safe House 
 
    Santa Fe, New Mexico 
 
      
 
    The first thing Isabel noticed when she plunged back out into the storm was that she could see further than when they'd arrived at the safe house. Not only were Cassie and the Inquisitor clearly visible in front of her, but so was the building beyond them.  
 
    She wiped at the dust that instantly coated the goggles over her eyes, and her vision grew even clearer. Isabel smiled behind her mask. The storm was weakening. She turned and extended a hand to Elena, a signal for her and the two children to follow. 
 
    "I can't," Elena said behind the scarf she’d tied around her face. 
 
    "What?” Isabel asked over the dwindling winds. She glanced over her shoulder. Cassie and the Inquisitor were already across the yard at the gate. "Come on, we have to catch up," Isabel said to the reluctant young mother. 
 
    Elena said something in Spanish, then shook her head again. "The people outside, they are scared and hungry and tired—like me. They are not bad people. They didn't kill anyone," she said as she pulled her kids close and glared at the Inquisitor. 
 
    He made an impatient gesture for them to hurry. 
 
    Isabel waved at him to delay. "You don't know that,” she said to Elena. “And he didn't want to kill anyone—” 
 
    "Whether he wanted to or not, I saw him kill two people. One of them was a defenseless man—” 
 
    Isabel had heard enough. “Fine! Stay here and take your chances. I'm not going to convince you to trust him, and I don't have time to try, anyway. Good luck.” 
 
    “You could stay—there’s plenty of food,” Elena begged. 
 
    “I can’t,” Isabel replied, her voice thick with emotion. “He’s the best chance I have of surviving to find my children.” 
 
    Elena nodded. “Vaya con Dios.” 
 
    Isabel left Elena on the porch and jogged across the yard toward the gate, where Cassie waited impatiently. The Inquisitor waved her on and stepped aside as Isabel passed through the gate. 
 
    "They’ll be about ready to break down the door any second.” He glanced at the house. “Where might your new friend be?" 
 
    "She's not coming." 
 
    The Inquisitor stared at her for a long moment. Behind his goggles and facemask, Isabel couldn’t see any of his facial features, but she could almost feel the frown on his lips. "She's in the hands of the gods now. Come, it’s past time we were off."  
 
    He turned and ducked down behind the wall, so Cassie and Isabel followed suit. They crept next to the wall behind the art gallery and worked their way along the property line to the far corner. "That's Canyon Road." He poked his head around the corner of the adobe wall and pulled back. "It seems clear as far as I can see…but the storm is beginning to break up. Now's your chance. Get across the road and down into the ravine by the river." 
 
    "Then what?" Cassie asked. 
 
    "You're not coming with us?" Isabel asked at the same time. 
 
    "There's a bridge,” he continued, ignoring Isabel’s question. “The main road that we followed to get here crosses the river just that way," the Inquisitor said as he pointed south. "Whatever you do, avoid that at all costs, understand? If I'm not mistaken, the refugees will use that bridge to head west. Either way, there shall be far more people that way than there will be that way," he said as he turned and pointed to the north.  
 
    “But—” began Cassie. 
 
    "So cross the road, get down to the river, turn left, and head upstream. Pay attention to the buildings,” he said, peeking around the corner again, “and when you go two blocks, find a suitable spot to hide. I shall find you." 
 
    "You're not coming with us?" Isabel repeated. 
 
    The Inquisitor shook his head. "I have business with these people.” 
 
    Isabel shifted next to the wall. “What?” 
 
    “I wish to determine what exactly they're looking for. Don't worry,” the Inquisitor said with a smile in his voice. “I only want to find one and…ask a few questions." 
 
    An inquisitor asking questions…it sounded like a recipe for pain. She shook her head. "I don't think we should split up." 
 
    "A quick show of hands,” he said cheerfully, “who here has had any formal military training in escape and evasion? Any at all?" he asked as he looked around. "Nobody? Very well, then, carry on." 
 
    "Your point’s taken," Isabel said sourly. "But I still don’t think that it's a good idea to split up. It'll be hard to find us once the—” 
 
    "My dear,” he said, “I'm an Inquisitor. It is literally my job to find things." 
 
    Isabel opened her mouth, then closed it. "Fine." 
 
    "Right," he said in a merry tone. "Off you go, then." Without another word, he turned and retraced his steps toward the gate, disappearing into the swirling sand. 
 
    Isabel looked at Cassie. Someone shouted from the other side of the safe house, the words indistinct but loud over the wind. "We better get going," she said. 
 
    Cassie nodded. "I'm scared." 
 
    Isabel grabbed Cassie's hand and squeezed it. "Me too. Let's just get across the street down to the river. Then we'll worry about finding our way upstream." 
 
    Cassie nodded. “Baby steps. Baby steps…okay. Let's cross the road." 
 
    Isabel took a deep breath, checked around the corner one more time, and finding the road clear, stood. Cassie followed suit. "Let's go!" 
 
    The two women raced across the sand-covered road, tripping only once, holding hands the entire time. They skidded to a stop on the far side, then helped each other over the guard rail and quickly dropped down off the ledge of the sloped, rocky ledge that led into the darkened ravine. The riverbed was only beginning to clear of sand and dust.  
 
    As Isabel dropped below the level of the road, she peered under the guard rail toward the house. Main Street, the road they'd followed from the grove, was completely clogged with people. A sizable group had formed on Canyon Road along the side of the safe house. As she watched, the sand and dust in the air continued to clear. If they’d waited any longer to cross Canyon Road, someone might've seen them. 
 
    She shivered. "That was close." 
 
    "You're telling me,” Cassie said as she struggled to hold herself steady on the rocky incline. “I almost fell right down this hill!” 
 
    "Good thing there's a river at the bottom of it," Isabel muttered without taking her eyes off the crowd in the street. Several of them crept up to the windows of the house and peered inside. The indistinct shouting back and forth was a blurred sound—Isabel couldn't pick out individual words. She had no idea what they were saying, but the group was loud and seemed angry. She imagined they were desperate, as well, by the way they leaned forward as if straining on leashes. 
 
    Cassie chuckled. "I wouldn't call it a river…it's more like a creek. In the rainy season, sure, it can swell up and fill the ravine. But now? It's hardly more than a couple inches deep, maybe six or seven feet wide." 
 
    Isabel ignored Cassie’s observations and continued to watch the people by the safe house, looking for the Inquisitor. "Look!" she said as she pointed under the guard rail toward the house.  
 
    Cassie climbed back up the hill next to her and plopped down in the dirt and rocks and leaves and dust. "What are they doing?" 
 
    "I think they just broke in…I can see movement inside the house. There're flashlights…" 
 
    A gunshot went off somewhere up the street—close—and the crowd partially scattered while the rest dropped to the road. Cassie tensed next to her.  
 
    "It's okay…nobody saw us,” Isabel soothed, “I think that was the next block over."  
 
    People streamed away from the safe house, running in all directions, some screaming, some just fleeing in silence. Bags and possessions lay abandoned where they fell as people ran for their lives. A fist fight broke out as several men struggled to get inside the house.  
 
    Isabel shook her head. "They're going to tear each other apart." 
 
    "It's exactly like he said…” Cassie moaned. “I hope Elena—” 
 
    A bloodcurdling scream emanated from inside the house. Isabel and Cassie looked at each other. They had no way of being sure who it was, but they knew, anyway. 
 
    "Look!" Cassie said again and pointed. Several people emerged from the rear of the house—one of them holding a flashlight—and they rushed across the yard after sweeping the light over the entire property. 
 
    "They’re hunting for us!" Cassie whispered in a trembling voice. “We have to go…go now…” 
 
    Isabel narrowed her eyes. The men who emerged from the back of the safe house didn't look like the refugees. They weren't hunched over, exhausted, or carrying bags of any kind. They appeared well rested, strong, and walked upright. They were hunters.  
 
    "They’re from the grove," Isabel mumbled. 
 
    Beside her, Cassie stiffened. Isabel heard the woman's fingers digging into the dirt. "No…" she whispered. 
 
    "I've seen enough…” Isabel said at last. “They’re looking for us. Soon they'll be into that gallery behind the safe house and realize we didn't go there. Come on, we have to move." 
 
    They clambered their way down the embankment to the Santa Fe River. Isabel slipped on a wet rock at the end, and her right foot splashed into the creek. The noise made both of them freeze and look back up at the road. So far no one had heard them.  
 
    "With the storm letting up, it'll only be a matter of time before they see our footprints in the dust and sand up there. They’ll know we came down to the river," Cassie warned. 
 
    "We’ve got a 50-50 chance of being followed." Isabel nodded. “We can only go left or right if we follow the river. They’ll know we didn’t go across the river because we won’t leave any tracks over there…" 
 
    "The Inquisitor’s expecting us to go left.” Cassie turned and took the lead for the first time.  “Let's go." She tried climbing up out of the rocky riverbed toward the embankment. "Come on, we can stay up here where it's easier to walk." 
 
    Isabel reached out and grabbed her hand, then pulled Cassie back to the slippery rocks at the edge of the river. "It's also easier to track us up there—think about it, they’ll see our footprints in the mud and know exactly which way we went.” Isabel pointed at the footprints and the path they left on the embankment as they scrambled down from the road. It was obvious at least one person had passed through the area, but once they both reached the rocks next to the river, the trail vanished. “If we stay on the rocks, they won't have any idea which way we went. Our trail disappears."  
 
    Cassie nodded. "I wasn’t thinking…I never even noticed…" 
 
    "Come on.” Isabel took the lead again but held Cassie's hand. “Let’s go.”  
 
    They moved forward, slipped over rocks, and Cassie fell twice, until they found a pattern of walking that offered stability without giving up too much speed. Every few steps, Isabel turned and looked over her shoulder toward the house. No one had followed them. 
 
    Yet. 
 
    Every time Isabel paused to look back toward the safe house, she expected to see flashlights crest the roadway or hear a gunshot, and see rocks jump under the impact of bullets around them. "It feels like we’ve got a target on our backs…" 
 
    "I know…” Cassie whined, “I can't shake this feeling that we’re being watched.” She, too, stopped to look over her shoulder after a stumble. "I can’t see anybody back there, yet." 
 
    "That's good enough for me…” Isabel said, trying to keep her footing on the slippery rocks. “Keep moving." 
 
    "Over here!" a voice called out from somewhere behind them. 
 
    Cassie and Isabel froze and looked at each other. Cassie pulled them both down into a crouch. "What do we do?” Her whole body shook. 
 
    Isabel pointed upstream. “There's a tree that fell over just ahead, see? Let's get up there and get on the other side of it." 
 
    "Good idea, that’s good,” Cassie said, squeezing Isabel’s hand.  
 
    “Go," Isabel urged. They both scuttled forward, crouched over as low as possible, and pulled themselves along the wet pebbles and rocks next to the river. Isabel lost her footing and fell face forward into the wet, sloppy riverside, coating her shirt and pants in the muddy water. Cassie turned to help, but Isabel waved her forward. 
 
    “Go!” Isabel hissed through the pain. 
 
    "Over here! Think they went down to the river!" the voice called out in the distance. 
 
    Isabel, frozen with fear, felt her heart trying to escape her chest as the water sluiced along the right side of her body. The slight movement tickled her arm, and she stared straight ahead and watched as Cassie scrambled over the fallen tree and disappeared from view. A second later, her blonde hair peeked over the top as she urged Isabel to get up with a silent wave. 
 
    The men behind them, downstream, continued to shout at each other as they scoured the ravine by the road. A flashlight shined in the dusty air—a beacon far brighter than it’d been a moment earlier. The cover of the storm was almost gone. 
 
    Fear paralyzed Isabel. They’d been found. Whoever had been searching for them in the safe house had discovered their tracks, which led them straight across the road. It was only a matter of seconds before one of them would come down the riverbank and see her sprawled out on the ground not 50 feet from where they'd started.  
 
    Her only option was to get up, so she did. Isabel scrambled forward painfully on bruised hands and knees. As she made it to the tree trunk, Cassie all but pulled her over and down to the other side in a muddy embrace. The two of them, chests heaving and hearts racing, pressed their backs against the rotten log and waited, breathless. 
 
    The trackers called to each other, shouting and hooting, all indistinct sounds as they milled about up on the road. No one appeared to want to take the lead in heading down the embankment. 
 
    "Have they come down yet?" Cassie whispered. 
 
    Isabel shook her head. "I don't know—I don’t think so…it sounds like they're still up on the road.” 
 
    "We're going to find you!" one of the rough voices said in a mocking song. 
 
    "May as well give up now!" a second voice called. 
 
    "We know you're with the Inquisitor! Tell us where he is, and we’ll let you go!" 
 
    Isabella and Cassie looked at each other. "They’re with the Grove," Cassie whispered. She closed her eyes and lowered her head. “We’re done.” 
 
    Isabel shook her head and put her finger up in front of her lips. Their only option was to stay silent. The men who chased them were too close for Isabel to contemplate making a run for it. The storm had dissipated enough that she was sure they'd be spotted if they stood. They had to wait the Druids out. 
 
    After several minutes of silence, Isabel began to hope that the men had moved on. She turned to Cassie. "I don't hear anything," she said, her voice barely audible. 
 
    Cassie nodded. "Me neither…I hope that means they left." 
 
    "The trail ends down here at the water!" a voice said, louder than before. 
 
    Cassie clamped down on Isabel's hand. Hard. They both managed to remain silent. 
 
    "Which way did they go?" the second voice said, fainter, as if the man was still up on the road. 
 
    "I don't know?" the first one said. "Why don’t you come down here and help?” 
 
    “The trail ends at the water,” someone else said. “They could've gone either way." 
 
    After a brief discussion in Spanish, someone cursed. "We don't have time for this! Anybody seen Tomas?" 
 
    A chorus of negative answers followed, followed by more cursing. "Fine. Get back up here and gather a couple more guys. Split up and check both ways. They couldn't have gotten very far. Something is—” 
 
    A gunshot popped…close. Cassie flinched. Isabel stared upstream, the only way they could see without exposing themselves. There was no movement of any kind. The idyllic little stream burbled off in the distance, surrounded by cottonwood trees growing along the riverbank some six feet up from the bottom of the ravine. Dead leaves covered wet rocks, and sand covered everything. The men from the Grove were nowhere in sight. 
 
    "What was that? Hey, you two, get back up here! I think I—urk!" The man’s voice choked off, and more gunshots rang out.  
 
    “There he is! Everybody get him!" a new voice yelled.  
 
    Isabel listened to the sound of footsteps splashing on wet rocks as a gunfight erupted on the street. A single shot rang out, and several more followed in rapid succession. 
 
    "They found the Inquisitor," Cassie said. 
 
    "I don't care if they found Santa Claus—this is our chance. Let's go!" She hauled Cassie to her feet, took a quick glance upstream, and saw the man who'd been down in the water, pulling himself up to the road. He never looked back, but threw himself over the guard rail and disappeared out of view.  
 
    "Run!" Isabel hissed as she took Cassie's hand. 
 
    They ran. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Santa Fe, New Mexico 
 
      
 
    The Inquisitor waited until Lavoy and Stagg disappeared into the storm across Canyon Road. It was a pity the young mother—he never did catch her name—decided to stay in the safe house. It would only be moments before the mob out front broke in, and he worried for her safety, but she chose her own path. He made the sign of peace in the air. "May the gods bless you and protect you." His obligation to her was finished.  
 
    He still had to protect Stagg and Lavoy, though. He quickly used one foot to cover their tracks, shuffling sand back and forth all the way back to the gate. Once he was there, he turned and dragged both feet behind him and made a big path of footprints toward the next building, the art gallery.  
 
    Anyone rushing forth from the safe house would find their tracks and easily follow them straight through the gate to the gallery. He reached the door to the next building, turned back, and looked toward the safe house. Over the wind, he heard the sound of breaking glass, and a woman screamed.  
 
    He hoped for her sake that the young mother didn't present a threat or a tempting prize to whomever broke in. If they were with the Grove, she would most likely be ignored. He was sure that an Inquisitor was a much bigger target than a destitute mother with two small children. 
 
    Lights flickered inside the safe house. The mob had broken in. They ransacked the place, seeking supplies, no doubt—or him. He was out of time. The Inquisitor turned his back on the safe house and put his elbow through the small glass window above the doorknob at the art gallery. He flung the door open and disappeared inside, but purposely left the door open to further entice his pursuers. 
 
    He waited impatiently as his eyes adjusted to the absolute darkness inside the shuttered art gallery. He took two steps and crashed into a temporary shelving set to hold paints. The whole thing went over with a tremendous crash, and something wet splashed against his leg. He cursed, realizing that yet another suit had likely been ruined. He imagined somewhere the gods laughed at his misfortune.  
 
    "These bloody things don't grow on trees, you know," he muttered for their further entertainment. He kicked off most of the globs of oil paint and wrinkled his nose at the pungent smell, then rushed forward into the darkened studio. He paused on the threshold as an idea struck him.  
 
    Anyone who paints with oil paints requires thinners to clean their brushes. His lip curled up in a smile. Paint thinners.  
 
    "The very thing," he said to himself.  
 
    He turned and rushed back into the storeroom, quickly rummaging through the shelves and tossing aside any cans or bottles that didn't have what he needed. Using the dim light coming in from the open door, he finally found what he was looking for: a decent sized bottle of clear, foul-smelling paint thinner. He tapped the hazard labels and smiled.  
 
    "Caution: flammable. Precisely what I'm looking for." The gods were good. 
 
    Stepping over the mess he'd made on the floor, he reached the door and took a quick look outside, blinking as the residual dust stung his face. He frowned. The safe house was on fire. The roof burned with orange flames greedily licking up into the sky. Milling around it like crazed Maypole dancers, several figures were silhouetted. Four more burst from the back door and made a beeline straight for the art gallery. The Inquisitor narrowed his eyes.  
 
    Ah. There you are. 
 
    He unscrewed the top of the paint thinner, and splashed it all around the doorframe and the floor, then put down a trail deeper into the workshop. When the jar was empty, he tossed it aside. Standing in the art gallery itself, he peered back through the doorway into the workshop as the four men paused in the safe house backyard, as if searching for something…or someone. 
 
    He knew he had only moments before they discovered his tracks. Fire. He needed fire. He turned in a full circle in the much better illuminated art gallery itself and found candles everywhere. "Artists," he muttered. Only an artist would think to have highly flammable paints and liquids all over the place and decorate the next room with candles. At the front counter, he rummaged through the drawers and found what he was looking for—a long handled lighter. He shook it and listened to the liquid fuel slosh inside its tiny container. 
 
    He crept back toward the art gallery and heard a footstep on broken glass from the storeroom. Someone cursed. The Inquisitor paused, listening. 
 
    "Quiet!" 
 
    "You really think he’s in here? Maybe they kept moving…" a second voice said. 
 
    “Yeah, nah…he’s in here…I can feel him.” 
 
    Another voice scoffed. “Man, get outta here with that Jedi crap. Only thing you feel is—” 
 
    “Shut up!” hissed another voice. The Inquisitor smiled. 
 
    Several more whispers and murmurings echoed across the space, but the Inquisitor stopped paying attention. He crept low, staying in the shadows, and waited. His eyes adjusted to the gloom again, and he discovered the first figure through the door was already a few feet past his trap. The second one paused in the doorway, while the last two edged their way in, all of them reluctant to move further into the darkness. 
 
    The Inquisitor smiled. Only the first one thought like a predator. The others reverted to their prey instincts—they were nervous. Darkness was the realm of monsters. They thought him a monster. 
 
    He glanced down at the lighter in his hand. He'd show them what a monster did when it was cornered. "I say," he called out in a conversational tone that carried across the workshop, startling the four intruders. "Are you looking for me?" 
 
    "There he is!" one of the men by the door said as he pointed. 
 
    The Inquisitor clicked the trigger on the lighter, and a blue-orange flame burst from the tip. No sooner had it appeared, than it ignited the paint thinner. The flames whooshed and moved faster than he would've thought possible. The paint thinner ignited, and a trail of fire leapt across the room.  
 
    The first man through the door, also the farthest inside the building, yelped in surprise and jumped back, only to run into another storage shelf, which dropped several dozen containers of paint to the floor. They popped open, spraying their oily, gelatinous mix into the fire, which ignited others. Containers exploded like grenades, and the man charged back into the darkness, screaming, his legs on fire. 
 
    The Inquisitor sat back on his heels for a moment, his eyes widening in surprise at the speed the fire engulfed the workshop. The door, the floor, everywhere he'd spread the thinner shot flames up into the air. The three men still at the door stumbled back, screaming in terror. 
 
    In seconds, it was down to the Inquisitor and the first man. And the fire. Mustn't forget the fire, for it consumed everything and was the gods’ very own representative on earth.  
 
    The Inquisitor retreated into the art gallery and purposely kicked over a large oil painting. When it hit the floor and the canvas frame shattered, it drew the attention of his pursuer, who staggered in after him, swatting at his smoking legs, attempting to extinguish the paint-fueled fire that had scorched him.  
 
    As he stepped into the brighter gallery with its many windows, he looked up and saw the Inquisitor waiting for him. A slow smile spread across the man's pugilistic face. He was taller than the Inquisitor, broader through the shoulders with a heavier chest. His eyes were beady and close together though, giving him the impression of subpar intelligence coupled with above average strength. 
 
    The Inquisitor watched him carefully. The man moved like a panther. He stepped forward, cautiously, his eyes darting down to make sure the path was clear so that he wouldn't be caught by surprise in the coming fight. 
 
    "You're smarter than you look," the Inquisitor muttered. 
 
    "What's that? I can’t understand that godawful cockney accent of yours," the man taunted. 
 
    "Cockney?" the Inquisitor replied, indignant. "Now see here," he began, then stopped. "You are a clever one, aren't you?" 
 
    The Druid smiled, presented his left leg, and gave a Shakespearean bow, his eyes never leaving the Inquisitor’s.  
 
    "Too smart by half," the Inquisitor muttered to himself. He smiled. The man had already disabused the Inquisitor of his intelligence, which instantly put the Englishman on guard. His opponent was much smarter than he appeared, and that was a choice bit of information he could use to his own advantage.  
 
    The two of them circled each other through the art gallery, always keeping a few paintings and sculptures between them as they sought to find the best position to begin the fight. The Inquisitor carefully removed his coat and tossed it on the counter as he shuffled by. He unbuttoned his shirt sleeves, always watching his opponent, then rolled up his sleeves to expose his wiry, tattooed forearms. 
 
    “Nice ink,” the Druid said with a nod. He kept his hands up and his body loose. 
 
    “You’re too kind.” Mentally, the Inquisitor kept a clock ticking down. It would only be so long before his opponent’s companions decided to circle around the front of the building and break in to trap him. The fight had to, by necessity, be swift and brutal. But he needed information. He couldn't simply step out and kill the man. The Inquisitor had to capture him—he had to interrogate him. 
 
    So be it. 
 
    The Inquisitor feinted left, then lunged to the right. He broadcast his movements, forcing the man to counter. His opponent did exactly as he’d planned, so that when he moved forward, he bumped into one of the sculptures. It was such a crudely misshapen piece, the Inquisitor had no idea what it was supposed to represent, but as it tilted forward, it landed right in his hand. He spun, his body swung around, and the sculpture smashed against his opponent’s upraised arm. 
 
    To the surprise of both of them, the sculpture wasn't pottery, but cast bronze. The hollow gong sound that emanated from the end of the alien-looking blob ended with a resounding crack. His opponent screamed in pain. The shock that traveled up the Inquisitor’s arm was so great, he actually dropped the piece in surprise. 
 
    The Druid roared in anger, ran right through the collection of canvases between them, scattering artwork left and right like a bull, and slammed straight into the Inquisitor. They both hit the ground hard, but the Inquisitor ignored the pain, managed to roll on top of his opponent and pummeled him about the face. 
 
    The Druid wasn't that easy to beat, though. One massive ham hock of a hand crunched into the Inquisitor's already sore ribs and knocked him bodily to the side. Wheezing a bit, and wincing at the pain, the Inquisitor forced himself to roll over and sprang up under his feet.  
 
    The quick recovery surprised his opponent, who was still struggling to free himself from the broken artwork on the ground. The Inquisitor patiently let the man rise and took a few staggered breaths of his own. He kept his right arm tucked close to his ribs, fully aware that he was broadcasting his injury. The problem for his opponent was that his injury was to his left side. 
 
    The ruse worked. The beady-eyed man charged forward, using his already broken arm as a shield to aim his good arm straight for the Inquisitor’s supposedly injured side. Instead of turning to present his left side, the Inquisitor stepped into the man's swing, and drove his perfectly good right fist square up the man's nose.  
 
    The beady little eyes opened in shock as the Druid’s nose crunched and blood exploded from his nostrils. His head snapped back, his momentum stopped, and the Inquisitor knocked him to the ground with one more blow to the neck. 
 
    Stunned, bleeding and nursing a broken arm, the Druid glanced up at him, and opened his good hand in a sign of submission. The Inquisitor bent down, ripped off the man's belt, and rolled his defeated opponent onto his stomach. He tied the belt around the Druid’s neck and braced his knee against the man’s back. Using his own belt, he attached the two together and then tied the man's good arm behind his back. He hauled the big brute to his feet and latched onto the man's broken arm.  
 
    The Druid screamed in pain and the Inquisitor released his pressure. "Now that I have your attention, kindly listen to me. I'm going to march you out of here, if you open your mouth or scream, I will twist your broken arm so far in the wrong direction you shall faint and I'll leave you to be consumed alive by the fire." The big man struggled to turn his head and stared in horror as the flames spread through the workshop. Buckets of oil paint exploded into globs of napalm-like jelly as the fire consumed the building and raced for the art gallery itself.  
 
    "Okay, okay—just don't leave me here!" 
 
    "Very well. Now that we have an understanding. Come along, then." The Inquisitor pushed his captive forward and kicked open the front door. He shoved his prisoner through, took one quick look around, then shut the door behind them. 
 
    He marched his prisoner out into the street so that the wind might cover their tracks, and into the shelter of the next building. Much like the first, the Inquisitor punched his elbow through the glass by the front door, reached in and unlocked it, then hauled his prisoner in, and shut the door. He kicked the man behind one knee, and the big brute tumbled to the ground in a quivering, whimpering mass of flesh and bone.  
 
    Only a few seconds later, one of the prisoner’s three companions emerged from the side of the burning art gallery and walked around to the front. He stepped up to the glass and peered inside. A moment later, the other two emerged from the other side and joined their companion on the front step. They held a huddled conversation, then opened the front door and disappeared inside.  
 
    The Inquisitor held his breath. They were silhouetted by the flames licking up the walls and spreading into the art gallery for a moment. The Inquisitor watched as they looked down at the damage done in the fight and examined the broken pieces of art and what had to be a good amount of blood spread out on the floor.  
 
    They held another conversation, then quickly exited the building. Two of them immediately ran off into the storm and disappeared back toward the safe house. The third stepped out into the space between the two buildings, looked both left and right but stared hard at the building into which Inquisitor had taken his prisoner. The man reached into his pocket, pulled out what could only have been a radio, and put it to his lips, then turned and ran off after his other two fellows. 
 
    The Inquisitor looked down at his captive, who glared balefully up at him with a swollen eye. His jaw moved, but only mumbled words came out. 
 
    "Have something to say, do you?" 
 
    "You might be able to outrun those other three, but you can’t outrun a radio. By now, they know where we’re at. They'll be coming." 
 
    The Inquisitor stared down at his prisoner until the man’s false bravado faded. "Then I must be fast." He looked around the new art gallery—a smaller duplicate of the one they’d just left. "Tell me, have you ever been the subject of an inquisition?" he asked as he picked through the items and wares for sale, various postcards, reprints, paintbrushes, and custom-designed watercolor sets.  
 
    The man didn't reply, so the Inquisitor continued. "I must say, I don't have my normal kit with me, but I'm sure I'll be able to find something in here that might do." 
 
    He picked up a paint spatula and the shiny metal blade flashed in the dim light as he turned the instrument over in his hands. He glanced down at the man on the floor, who now stared at him with wide eyes.  
 
    The Inquisitor smiled. "Let's begin, shall we?" 
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    Kathy stirred on her pallet. "So, these Druid guys kidnapped your mom?" 
 
    Fiona shook her head. "That's just the thing. Mom struck a bargain with them, and they let us go. She went with them willingly. She said…they were going to try to take me first…to force her to pay." 
 
    Dana's mouth compressed into a tight line. "Your mother's a brave woman. Typically, kidnappings at the hands of groups like this don't end well." 
 
    Kathy smacked Dana on the arm. "You're just a ray of sunshine. Don’t listen to her, kid." 
 
    "No, it's all right,” Fiona said with a forced smile. “I understand that. Trust me, once these guys started shooting up my mom's house, then chased us halfway across the state after trying to burn down Mr. Stagg’s house on top of us…and then got into a shootout here…" Fiona shook her head. "These guys are straight up psychos. I have to go after my mom. I have to get her back before they…I'm worried they're going to kill her," she added quickly. 
 
    Dana put her hand on top of Fiona's and the young woman clinched her fingers tight. "I promise you, as soon as the storm lets up enough to make it safe to go outside, we’re going to do everything we can get your mom back." 
 
    "And Riley's mom?" 
 
    Kathy answered for them this time. "Absolutely. I promised I would see her back to her children, and I intend to keep that promise." 
 
    "Everybody says that,” Fiona complained. “Everybody keeps promising to help…but nobody's actually doing anything…except Riley." 
 
    Someone ran down the hall behind them, shouting excitedly about news on the radio. Before long, several sets of feet went back and forth down the hallway. Dana looked at Fiona. "What's all that about?" 
 
    The younger woman shrugged, her red curls bouncing off her shoulders. "I have no idea." 
 
    "Well, can one of you two go check it out? Since I can't…" Kathy grumbled from the floor. 
 
    "I probably should check on the other patients…" Fiona said. 
 
    "I'll go see what’s up," Dana said as she stood. She helped Fiona to her feet, and checked to see if she needed anything else, then entered the hallway and the general flow of people headed toward the radio room. 
 
    "What's going on?" she asked an older man with a rifle as he headed away from the radio room toward the back of the house. 
 
    “Nothing good," the old man muttered as he shouldered past. 
 
    Dana found out herself just how right the man was only a few moments later. She stepped into the room, now full of heat and body odor as several people crammed close to Rondell Wright, sitting at the radio table.  
 
    The others stepped aside in deference to her rank as an FBI agent, so Dana managed to gently weave her way forward to the front of the group. Chuck, the militia commander, and General Deckert, the overall commander of Valley Village group, stood on either side of Rondell.  
 
    "What's going on?" she asked in a quiet voice, afraid to interrupt any transmissions. 
 
    "He can't hear us," the general said as he gestured at Rondell, hunched over the table, wearing huge headphones. 
 
    "There's a big group of evacuees leaving Santa Fe." 
 
    "In all this?" Dana asked as she looked toward the window. 
 
    "There's some kind of battle or something going on in Old Town," Chuck added. "Sounds like the beginning of the fighting we’ve been hearing about in Albuquerque." 
 
    Deckert crossed his arms and scratched his big beard. "I don't know…something doesn't sound right about this." 
 
    "What are the details?" Dana asked. 
 
    Rondell nodded, mumbled something into his microphone, then removed his headphones and sat back with a sigh. He massaged his temples and closed his eyes. "Well…it's about as bad as we were thinking. My contact just went off the air. He's gonna have to lie low for a while until things cool down." 
 
    "So it’s gang warfare?" asked the general. 
 
    "Sort of," Rondell said as he continued to massage away a headache. "It's not any gang I've ever heard of—more like a religious cult." 
 
    "You wouldn't happen to be talking about the Druids, would you?" Dana asked. 
 
    All heads in the room turned to her. Deckert arched a bushy white eyebrow. "You know about them?" 
 
    Dana licked her lips. "Well…I was just putting together a case back in Washington. I know the basics—we've never been able to infiltrate one of their cells.” 
 
    “They claim they’re a religion," Rondell added. 
 
    Dana nodded. "Well, the mafia also claimed they were legitimate businessmen.” 
 
    Deckert smirked. "Mafia. That sure sounds more like what we're dealing with." 
 
    A heavyset man in the back of the room laughed. Dana turned and focused on his swarthy face, partially hidden as he sat in the shadows. "These guys don't hold a candle to the La Cosa Nostra. Hey,” he said, slapping his heavy chest with pride, “we woulda handed these goombas their butts with one arm tied behind our backs, you know what I’m sayin’?” He scoffed. "Just a bunch of New Age punks." 
 
    "Who's that?" Dana asked Deckert out of the corner of her mouth. 
 
    Deckert sighed. “That’s Harvey. Former mafia hitman…turns out he was in Witness Protection here…when everything fell apart, he revealed himself to us." 
 
    "Hey, ain't you that FBI broad everybody’s been talkin’ about…?” Harvey asked, pointing at Dana. “You’re not gonna, you know…turn me in or anything, are ya? Hey, I held up my end of the bargain…” he said, smacking his chest again, then shrugged. “Ain't my fault you feds screwed up.” 
 
    Dana scowled at him. "No, this broad isn’t going to turn you in. I might shoot you for being a pig, but I can’t contact the FBI at the moment. Trust me, dealing with you is the last thing on my list." 
 
    The man nodded and pursed his lips. “Hey, that’s good! Listen, you…uh…you think I could maybe get that in writing?" the man said as others hushed him and attempted to bustle him out of the room. “What? I was just askin’! C’mon!” 
 
    “These Druids have given us a bit of a scare,” Deckert said once Harvey had left the room. “Between them and the organized looters, we’re pretty hard-pressed to keep our heads above water. They've already set up ambushes at the entrance to the neighborhood and shot up several houses. Riley Stagg told me his group had a run in with them, too.” 
 
    “They seem to be everywhere,” Dana muttered. 
 
    Deckert frowned in the dim light of the radio’s LED dials. "We have any idea on numbers for the refugees?" 
 
    "One is too many," Chuck growled. 
 
    "I find it hard to believe that you gentlemen would turn away someone seeking help in the middle of the storm…it seems rather un-American, don't you think?" Dana asked. 
 
    Deckert turned toward Dana and put a restraining hand on Chuck's shoulder when the smaller man opened his mouth. "I'm a practical man, Agent Sinclair, not an idealist, like my friend here." 
 
    Chuck snorted but held his tongue. 
 
    "So are you planning to help anyone?" Dana asked as she crossed her arms. "You helped me." 
 
    "I sincerely hope I don't live to regret that decision. No, we fully intend to help as many people as possible, but," Deckert added quickly to forestall Chuck's argument, "as I said, I'm a practical man. We can't give food and shelter to the entire town of Santa Fe—it's just not possible. At this moment, we’re not even a hundred percent sure how long we can keep ourselves going, let alone welcoming in dozens of new people." 
 
    "I'm afraid it's not as simple as that," Rondell interrupted. 
 
    Deckert frowned at Rondell. "Explain." 
 
    "From what the guy I was talking with suggested, there was already a general evacuation. But people were evidently going every which way. A lot of folks were disoriented in the storm. No one knew which way was safe. With all the power out, and no comms, it’s not exactly like they could just pick up stakes and head to the next town. That place might be just as bad off." 
 
    “We know all this,” Deckert said patiently. 
 
    Rondell sat back in his chair and crossed his arms over his paunch. "To make matters worse, we have the Druids. Sounds like they’re running around town attacking refugees in random locations. It doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    "You got a map?" Deckert asked. 
 
    "I need a map!" Chuck snapped. 
 
    Word spread through the people in the hallway, and within seconds, a worn map of Old Town Santa Fe—it looked to Dana like one of the ubiquitous tourists walking maps found in any destination city — was placed in his hands. Deckert spread it out on the table, and Chuck stepped back and shined the flashlight over the general’s shoulder. 
 
    "Where are these attacks taking place?” Deckert asked. 
 
    Rondell studied the map for a moment, then grabbed a pen and made some marks. “Here, here, here…and…there," he said, making a mark at each location on the map. 
 
    Dana peered over the older man's shoulder. The marks at intersections indicated by Rondell made a crescent shape across the east, south, and northern corners of Old Town. 
 
    Deckert studied the map in silence. Dana could no longer contain herself. "That looks like a scythe." She turned her head. "Or a crescent moon. If the Druids are behind this…there could be some sort of symbolism involved. From what I could gather, the moon plays an important role in their religion." 
 
    Chuck shook his head. "Strategic points…” he said, pointing at the map. “They’re funneling the refugees.” 
 
    Deckert nodded. "Agreed. Whether this is a moon or some kind of symbol, I can't say—this thing shows they’re driving refugees southwest. All the violence is driving folks this direction," Deckert said as he used his finger to draw an imaginary line toward the southwest corner of Old Town. 
 
    "Where are we in relation to this map?" Dana asked. 
 
    “Right down in the corner, where they’re forcing all the refugees to go." 
 
    The room grew quiet. Rondell nodded. "Yep. They're driving all these people right at us. Somebody in this Druids organization knows about us." 
 
    Dana crossed her arms. "Nico.” 
 
    Deckert was silent for a moment. “The one Riley and Rebecca encountered? I think so, too.” He looked at his lieutenant. “Chuck, I need you to come with me. We have to set up defenses. We need to give our people time.” 
 
    Dana stared at them. “In the middle of the storm?” 
 
    Deckert looked at her. “In the middle of the storm.” He turned to Chuck. “Get them started. As soon as the weather lets up, we need to move.” 
 
    “Rondell isn’t going to like that.” 
 
    “You’re right,” the radio man said darkly, “Rondell doesn’t like that.” 
 
    “Like what?” Dana demanded. The men ignored her. 
 
    “It’s for the greater good, Rondell, and you know it,” Deckert said compassionately. His face softened. “I know it won’t be the same…but I don’t see any other way we can ensure the survival of us all.” 
 
    Dana watched as Rondell sighed. “You’re right. I saw it coming the moment we organized.” 
 
    “How much time will you need?” asked Chuck. 
 
    “As much as you can give me. I’ll get started now.” 
 
    “Make it happen,” Chuck said. He turned to the general. “What about that supply run?” 
 
    Deckert frowned. “In light of the report we just heard about the refugees in Santa Fe…I think we don’t have a choice. We’re going to have to risk it now, rather than later.” 
 
    Chuck nodded. “I can have them take whatever they find—” 
 
    Deckert raised a hand. “Do it. And send out the other teams.” He turned to Dana. “Excuse me,” he said as he stepped around her, Chuck right on his heels. 
 
    She stood silently as they walked out, followed by the other armed men in the room. When she was alone with Rondell, the radio man cleared his throat. 
 
    “Any questions?” he asked with a smile. 
 
    Dana shook her head. “These people in Santa Fe are refugees, not enemy combatants.” 
 
    “We’ve found there isn’t much difference between looter and enemy.” 
 
    Dana glared at him. “No one said these people were looting. The Druids are driving them out of Santa Fe.” 
 
    Rondell sighed and rubbed his face. “Right toward us. It’s a mess, there’s no denying it.” 
 
    Dana looked up at the ceiling for a long moment. “I can’t just sit here. I have to do something. How can I help?” 
 
    “Well,” Rondell said, as he looked over his notebooks and scribblings from the radio. “You could always help out with gathering resources.” He folded up a few scraps and slipped them into his pockets, then closed all the notebooks and stacked them into an empty plastic milk crate under the desk. 
 
    “I need to help find Isabel Stagg,” Dana blurted. 
 
    Rondell glanced up at her, then continued to clean up the desk, putting books and pencils and papers into the crate. “You really feel bad about his mom, don’t you?” 
 
    “I’m not a bounty hunter. I was ordered to bring her in for questioning. It made sense—she fled the scene of an active NTSB investigation involving the death of a sitting state governor. That’s not something you run from.” 
 
    “It is if you’re trying to get to your kids before the apocalypse hits.” 
 
    Dana stared at him. “No one could have known things would get this bad.” 
 
    Rondell leaned behind a bank of instruments and switched off power supplies. The glowing LED screens went dark one by one. He glanced at her over one shoulder. “From what her kids tell me, she was some expert in soil sciences or something in Arizona. Sounds to me like if anyone could have seen this mess coming, it would have been her.” 
 
    Dana put her hands on her hips and turned away. “I know,” she muttered. “I read the file. But…none of this seems real.” 
 
    Rondell snorted as he pulled wires out from behind a second bank of radio equipment and examined the labels affixed to each one. “Said every survivor of every natural disaster ever.” 
 
    Dana watched him work for a moment. “What are you doing?”  
 
    He didn’t bother to look up from the bundle of wires he carefully coiled and placed on the desk. “Packing.” He glanced at her. “Look, if you’re not going to help, could you at least go find Rebecca? She’s kind of my assistant. I think she went to check on her grandfather. I need to get this all packed up and ready to move ASAP.” 
 
    “Move? Where? The dust storm—” 
 
    He sighed. “You didn’t hear this from me, but her brother is going on a raid with Otto. They’re checking out a house full of supplies a few blocks west of here. We’re evacuating HQ and they’re going to be the tip of the spear.” 
 
    Dana clapped him on the back and grinned. “I need to speak to the general.” 
 
    “Hey, you didn’t hear that from me! And tell Rebecca I need her in here!” 
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    Riley adjusted the facemask over his mouth and pulled down the swimming goggles over his eyes. He checked the straps on his pack, which contained a smaller pack and was largely empty, except for a first aid kit. On his hip, he wore a small pouch connected to his belt that contained several extra magazines of ammunition for the M1 Garand in his hands. "Okay, I'm ready. You good?" he asked Otto. 
 
    The old man grinned at him, then pulled up the bandanna he wore over his face and gave him the thumbs up. "I'm ready," he said as he pulled down swimming goggles over his own eyes. 
 
    With their hands covered in gloves and sweatshirt hoods pulled up over their heads, the two of them looked ready for the apocalypse and Riley grinned. "Let's get going. You lead, I'll cover." 
 
    "Roger that," Otto said, his voice muffled by the bandanna. They stepped outside into the maelstrom of swirling sand and dust, and both froze as thunder roared overhead. "Well,” Otto said over his shoulder,  “wasn't expecting that…" 
 
    "Either out or in! Shut the door!" somebody yelled from inside the house. 
 
    "Sorry," Riley called as he turned and pulled the front door shut to seal out the storm. 
 
    They stepped off the porch and the world around them disappeared into shades of yellow and brown and red. Clouds of dust choked out the closest house next door. Their world shrank to a twenty-foot circle of dust. 
 
    They felt their way forward and found the front gate down by the street. A sentry in position by the gate nodded and held it open for them. "Good luck out there…this ain't no duster like I've ever seen before." 
 
    Riley muttered his thanks, and they slipped through the gate and out into the street. It reminded him of being out in the middle of a blizzard. He could barely make out the outlines of houses and cars buried in sand all around them. Blue lightning crackled across the face of the house across the street—the one where Becca had been monitoring the progress of looters through the neighborhood before the storm hit. Riley turned and squinted. The way south disappeared into the storm, but he knew the main entrance to the neighborhood was…somewhere over there. 
 
    He glanced back to the front and almost lost sight of Otto. Riley picked up his pace to catch up. "You sure you know how to get there in this mess?" 
 
    Otto didn't answer, but raised a hand over his shoulder and flipped Riley the  bird. 
 
    Riley resigned himself to a long, difficult slog through the sandy streets, and kept his head down as they marched straight into the teeth of the storm. As long as he remained within a few steps of Otto, he could keep track of the man's silhouette as they plodded west. The wind was so strong, and so much dust and sand was in the air, that almost as soon as Otto’s foot left the ground, the depression left by his boot filled up. 
 
    Sweat trickled down his spine, and the straps on his pack chafed his arms. Somehow, sand had worked its way down his collar and irritated the skin of his shoulders and back with every movement. "How much further?"  
 
    "Almost there!" Otto's voice drifted back on the wind. 
 
    "Ranger Actual, Nest,” crackled in Riley’s ear. “What's your status?" 
 
    Riley fumbled at his waist to pull out the radio hidden under his coat. He’d meticulously rigged the earpiece wire down his left side and had to be careful he didn't rip the cord out as he squeezed the transmit button.  
 
    "Nest, Ranger Actual. Approaching target now. ETA five minutes." 
 
    "Roger that, Actual—report in when you've reached the target. Nest out." 
 
    "Actual copies all. Out." Riley struggled through the ankle-deep sand in the road to catch up to Otto. The old man had stopped in the middle the road and Riley ran right into him, sending them both to the ground in a flurry of curses.  
 
    "Watch where you're going, lieutenant," Otto growled. 
 
    "I couldn't see you," Riley snapped. "Come on, I'll help you up." 
 
    Otto shrugged him off. "No, this is a good position. Just stay put for a second. I think I saw movement in the house." 
 
    "What?" Riley hissed over the wind as he lowered himself back to the ground. 
 
    "There it is again…" Otto muttered. 
 
    "I saw it…” Riley announced. “A flash of light." 
 
    "Yup," Otto muttered. "Somebody's inside my buddy’s house, and it ain't him." 
 
    "We need to find cover," Riley said. "We’re too exposed out here in the middle of the street." 
 
    Otto grunted, "Roger that. Over here to the right…follow me. We'll get behind the wall across the street." 
 
    Riley struggled to his feet, then shuffled through the sand and dust in the road behind Otto. They found a low decorative adobe wall—the ubiquitous ones that ran around every house in the neighborhood—and quickly hauled themselves over to the other side.  
 
    He landed with a grunt and took a moment to catch his breath. At least his back was against the brunt of the wind and they were in the slight lee of the wall. "Well, at least it’s not so bad here as it was on the other side…" 
 
    Otto snorted. "Smoke ‘em if you got ‘em.” 
 
    Riley stuck his hand in his pocket and squeezed the transmit button through the thin fabric. "Nest, Ranger Actual." 
 
    "Go ahead, Actual." 
 
    “We’re at the target. We got company. Repeat, we have company." 
 
    After a long pause, the radio operator came back on the air. "Nest copies all, Actual. Be advised, Sheepdog suggests you exercise caution." 
 
    Riley nodded. "No kidding," he muttered. 
 
    Otto looked at him, a shadow given form in the dust. "What’d they say?" 
 
    Riley rolled his eyes. "They want us to be careful." 
 
    Otto swore. "Limp-wristed son of—” 
 
    Riley hit the transmit button and cut Otto off. "Roger that, Nest. We’re going to sit tight and observe for a few minutes." 
 
    "Keep us updated, Actual. Nest out." 
 
    "Roger that. Ranger Actual Out." Riley looked at Otto. "Okay, we’re on our own. Let's sit here for a hot minute and find out how many people are inside that house." 
 
    "Sounds good to me." Otto said. "I'm gonna shimmy on down to the end of this wall and see if I can take a peek around that side." 
 
    "I'll go the opposite direction," Riley said. "There's got to be one of those iron gates around here somewhere." 
 
    Otto nodded, then turned and disappeared into the storm as he crawled along the base of the wall. Riley did the same. Within a few moments, he'd found the iron gate he was looking for. He took a deep breath and slowly pulled the side of his face around the edge of the wall.  
 
    He squinted through one eye and stared at the shadow of the house across the street. The wind howled, and a gust hit the wall, stinging the tiny bit of exposed skin around his goggles. He ignored the pain and watched. Another light flashed through one of the windows.  
 
    Whoever was inside the house hadn't even bothered to cover the windows. Riley grimaced at the lack of light discipline, then realized that was to his advantage. He couldn't tell if it was looters, refugees, or the Druids, as he imagined none of them would be particularly careful about operational security. 
 
    He forced himself to stay exposed around the corner of the gate for another minute or two. Then spotted a second light at the far side of the house. The light swung to and fro, with the easy movement of someone walking. Then it bobbled and suddenly dropped to the ground. A few seconds later, the light rose up in the air again. Riley grinned.  
 
    Someone walking around the perimeter of the house had tripped. He watched as the light turned the corner, and for the first time, he caught a glimpse of an actual person along the side of the building. A big person. They looked young and healthy. Riley frowned behind his face mask. That ruled out evacuees.  
 
    The only people in the neighborhood were retired folks, and none of them that he'd seen so far—even the ones who'd signed up with General Deckert to defend the neighborhood—moved like that. It was either looters or Druids in the house. 
 
    He pushed the transmit button on his radio. “Nest, Ranger Actual.” 
 
    “Go ahead, Actual.” 
 
    “Do we have any assets at the target location?” 
 
    The answer was immediate. “Negative, Actual. Assume all contacts are hostile. Repeat, all contacts are hostile.” 
 
    “Nest…am I cleared to engage?” 
 
    Chuck’s voice came over the radio next. “Actual, Sheepdog. If you can avoid contact, do so…if you think you can take the objective, then you are weapons free. Repeat, you are weapons free.” 
 
    “Roger that, Sheepdog. Actual out.” 
 
    Riley waited until he could no longer take the stinging of the delicate skin exposed around his goggles before he pulled back into the relative safety behind the wall. He'd seen enough. He scrambled back down the wall toward the position he and Otto had originally held, and found the older man coming his direction. 
 
    "What’d you find?" he asked Otto. 
 
    "I counted at least three on foot. One inside, one on the front porch, and one taking a stroll around the side." 
 
    Riley nodded. "I spotted the one inside and the one walking around. Looked like he tripped and fell. I thought you shot him for a second." 
 
    "I almost did. When he tripped, he dropped right out of my line of sight." 
 
    Riley did a double take and stared at the old man. "You realize if you’d pulled the trigger you would've given away our position, right?" 
 
    The old man shrugged one shoulder. "We're gonna give it away soon enough. I figured what difference did it make?" 
 
    Riley closed his eyes and lowered his head. "Okay…" he said as he raised his head up and looked at his erstwhile partner. "When we do this, we do it as a team, not because you decide to pull the trigger and have some fun. Understood?" 
 
    "Party pooper." 
 
    "Look, I'm trying not to get killed, okay? A little cooperation would be nice. Nest cleared us to engage." 
 
    Otto shook his head. "You are the strangest lieutenant I've ever served under." 
 
    Riley clenched his jaw and counted to ten. "Whatever. Get back to your position and take out the guy on the front porch. I think the guy walking around the building is just doing laps. When he comes back around to my side, I'll take him. Fire when you hear me take a shot, and not before. Got it?" 
 
    "Okay, okay—I got it." Otto checked his weapon and looked at Riley. "What about the guy inside? There could be more?" 
 
    "I'm counting on it. Once we take out the two outside, they're going to know something's up. So we’re going to wait." 
 
    "Wait?” Otto glared at him. “We should press our advantage." 
 
    "And run guns blazing straight into an ambush? I don't think so." 
 
    "If we take out the people outside and wait," Otto argued, "then anybody inside will have more time to get ready for us. I don't like it." 
 
    "I don't like it either,” Riley admitted, “but we don’t have much of a choice, do we? We rush inside, and we’re going to be walking into a hornet’s nest. If we wait, then we can do it on our terms." 
 
    "Either way sucks," Otto muttered. "Well, welcome to the Army, I guess." 
 
    "That's the spirit," Riley said sarcastically. "Get into position and wait for my shot." 
 
    "Roger that. I don't like it, but Roger that." 
 
    Riley worked his way back to the gate. Instead of just poking his head around the corner, he pulled the heavy M1 into position and waited. It took longer than he wanted, and he had to pull his hood down, partially obscuring his vision to block his face from the sand hitting him dead on. The man with the flashlight finally emerged from around the house one more time.  
 
    He walked the perimeter with the same steady rhythm, the flashlight swinging to and fro as he struggled through the ankle-deep sand. Riley eased his breath out, put his finger on the trigger, and waited. He braced the M1 stock against the side of the gate and waited for the man to enter his sights.  
 
    Once the shadow lined up, Riley slowly moved the rifle in time with the man's walking speed. Three steps before he reached the far corner of the house, Riley added more pressure to the trigger, exhaled, and squeezed until the rifle fired. The familiar kick hit him square in the shoulder, but Riley was ready for it and kept his eyes on the target. 
 
    Before the front of his rifle had dropped back to where the man had been—he'd been pinned against the wall, then dropped to the ground—Otto fired two quick shots. From his position, Riley couldn't see the front porch, but he hoped that since Otto hadn’t fired any follow-ups, that meant the sentry at the front door was gone.  
 
    A faint whoop on the wind told Riley Otto had succeeded. Riley got to his feet, but kept the wall in front of him, then lowered the rifle again. The man he'd taken out lay still on the ground. A dark stain smeared the side of the house, and the light he'd seen inside went out. He ran down the length of the wall until he found Otto. "It's a good bet they know we’re here," he said. 
 
    "So how long are we going to wait?" Otto asked as he shifted his position, tense as a hunting dog straining to slip the leash. 
 
    "Let's move around the block and hit them from the other side. Loop around this way," Riley said as he gestured with one hand toward the street. "I want to get a lay of the house first, and we’ll come at them from the west." 
 
    "I gotta admit…” Otto said. “that's not half bad. We’re still givin’ them time to get ready, but everything we've thrown at them so far has come from the east side. If we hit them from the west, it might be just enough to give us the advantage again. Not bad, LT." 
 
    Riley frowned. "Why do you keep calling me that?" 
 
    "Because you are. Come on, I'll get us around the other side." 
 
    Riley shook his head as he stood and followed Otto, hunched over into the storm once more. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    Village Defense Force Headquarters 
 
    Valley Village Retirement Community 
 
    Santa Fe, New Mexico 
 
      
 
    Becca popped the last of her snack—a handful of almonds and a few pieces of homemade jerky that one of the ladies in the kitchen had given her—into her mouth and reached for her water bottle. She sat on the back porch, watching the storm spend its fury on Santa Fe.  
 
    The dust swirled just outside the glass partitions separating her from the wind and sand. The wind howled, but she didn’t care. Her mind was numb—she’d been listening to static for over an hour, changing the frequency just like Rondell had showed her, and she needed to hear anything other than the constant pop-hiss-crackle of the airwaves. 
 
    Rondell swore they’d find someone broadcasting before long, but Becca had her doubts. Other than the one guy she’d heard in Santa Fe, it had been a complete waste of time to man the radio. She grimaced. Probably why Rondell had been so excited to turn everything over to her. 
 
    Here’s a boring job—let the kid do it. She swallowed the last of her snack, her appetite gone. 
 
    Someone rapped knuckles on the doorframe leading onto the porch. She turned in her seat to see Rondell’s bulk filling the doorway. 
 
    "I wondered where you’d gotten off to," he said, then stepped onto the porch. "I asked Agent Sinclair to find you, but when she didn’t return, I had to go looking for you myself. I need your help. Ready for another shift?" 
 
    Becca sighed and stood up. "I suppose so." 
 
    "Look, kid, don't be so discouraged. In situations like this, sometimes it takes a while for people to get back on the airwaves."  
 
    Becca looked at him. “What do you mean, situations like this? It’s the end of the world," Becca said. "Nobody's ever been in a situation like this." 
 
    “Our world is ending," the old man said with grim determination. "And you ask anybody who's ever been through a major hurricane if their world was ending. People go through disasters all the time. You shut down when you have to, then you start talking again when the coast is clear. That's the way it works. The reason we’re spending so much time listening right now is because we want to make sure we're on the air and ready to talk with anybody who's willing to talk back…once the storm clears." 
 
    "I get all that," Becca said reluctantly, "but it's still hard not to be discouraged." She fiddled with her water bottle and waited for his response.  
 
    He sighed and stared out the window at the storm. "You wouldn't be the first one, Rebecca." He turned and looked at her. "Becca." 
 
    She couldn't help but smile. 
 
    "The key is to make sure you don't give up." 
 
    "But you said it was a waste of time trying to contact my mom…" 
 
    He shook his head. "That's something different. We have no evidence to suggest that she has access to a radio—if we knew she was at somebody's house that had a radio setup, or…she was a radio operator herself, or she was last seen with a radio…” He shrugged. “Any one of those things would've prompted me to say keep going. All we know is that she was here…and now she's not. Talking over the radio, especially when everybody else is lying low, could just be wasted effort. In that moment you're talking, somebody else might be talking on a different frequency, somebody that might be trying to warn us of something coming down the pike…know what I mean?" 
 
    Becca twirled the plastic bottle in her hand idly. "I guess." 
 
    "Look, I'm not here to debate with you…General Deckert wants me to have the radio room packed up pronto. But I can't do that and man the HF rig at the same time. Can you come listen while I get stuff sorted for the big move?" 
 
    Becca sat up. "What big move?" 
 
    Rondell rubbed his face, and the exhaustion shone through his bloodshot eyes and puffy cheeks. "I shouldn't have said that. Okay…look, we’re trying to contact that guy you found in Santa Fe again. Can you do that?" 
 
    Becca was already on her feet. "I can try," she said, as she followed Rondell out of the room. They didn't speak while they wound their way through the house, dodging people carrying supplies and boxes back and forth. When they reached the radio room, Becca turned and peered out in the hallway, then ducked back inside as several people rushed by. "What is going on out there?" 
 
    "You’ll probably find out sooner or later," Rondell said. "May as well be from me. You’re practically my apprentice now." He turned and crossed his arms. "We’re evacuating headquarters." 
 
    "What? Why?" 
 
    Rondell sighed. "Everyone's convinced we can't remain safe here any longer. It's not defensible enough." 
 
    "Defending from who? The looters? We pretty much scared those guys off…” 
 
    "No, not those guys—the refugees. The ones your contact in Santa Fe told us about—” 
 
    "It's not like they’re an invading army or something," Becca said. 
 
    "That's just it, though — if there are enough people, and they’re starving and homeless and seeking shelter for their children…" he shook his head. "Parents of starving children are capable of anything. That's what we have to be ready for." 
 
    Becca looked at him. "So how do we do that?" She watched Rondell move to a cardboard box and gently lay coiled cables and wires from his desk inside. "Word hasn't spread beyond the headquarters staff yet, but we’re packing up and moving over to the Rec Center." 
 
    "The Rec Center? The building that Riley scouted out before the second storm hit?" 
 
    She moved over to the desk and handed Rondell one of the prepared stacks of equipment. He smiled and nodded at her as he took it from her hands, then gently placed it in the box. "Can you hand me that packing material over there, yeah that's it." He took the Styrofoam corners from Becca and wedged them around the delicate electronics. "And yes, the same place. A group of looters tried to run off your brother, but the storm hit and everything was going down, so they sent a squad over to check it out a while ago. It's empty, and still secure. We've already got people carrying supplies over." 
 
    "That's what all the hustle and bustle is out there in the hallway?" Becca asked as she handed over another electronic gizmo. 
 
    Rondell nodded, took the gadget from her hands, and placed in the box. He continued to pack while she watched. "That's the plan. We’re going to get everybody moved over there in one building. It’ll be a heck of a lot safer with us all under one roof rather than scattered across the neighborhood, living in other people's houses just so we can stay close. If somebody mounted a serious attack on one of the houses, we might not be able to save people before it was too late. If we’re all in one big building, we can coordinate defenses and counterattacks." He glanced at Becca. "Of course, I’m not complaining about the location—if we can rig up a tower on top of the Rec Center, we’ll have even better range than I have here at the house!" He continued packing in silence, but a smile was on his face. 
 
    Becca moved over to the radio. "Is that the one you want me to use?" she asked as she pointed to the shortwave radio she'd monitored earlier. The screens were dark, and it didn't appear to be plugged in. 
 
    Rondell shook his head. "No, I’m packing that one. I want you to monitor the high frequency rig." 
 
    Becca looked at him in surprise. "I thought you told me earlier that you had to have a license to run that thing?" 
 
    "You have to have a license to broadcast. But anybody can listen—and that's all I want you to do," he said as he pointed a finger at her. "No talking, understand?" 
 
    "Okay," Becca said. "Is it any different from the other one I was using?" 
 
    "It works pretty much the same—it just has a bigger range and a lot more power. Get settled in and start listening. I'll be right here packing up if you have any questions." 
 
    "Okey-dokey," Becca said as she sat in the seat and put on her headphones. She plugged the jack into the main port on the biggest of the radio decks, the HAM system hooked up to the massive antenna outside. "I thought you said this thing would act like a lightning rod if we used it during the storm?" 
 
    "I've been watching outside,” Rondell said as he hefted another box onto the desk. “Haven't seen any of that blue lightning in a while. The storm seems to be weakening pretty quick, so I’m guessing it'll move on soon enough. Anyway, it's close enough that I’m willing to risk it." 
 
    "You’re willing to risk me getting electrocuted by using this thing?" Becca asked, her hand hovering over the dial. 
 
    "I've got everything grounded, you should be fine." 
 
    "Okaaay," Becca said, unconvinced. She switched the unit on, then turned the frequency to the first channel she knew by heart. "You're right…it sounds pretty much the same. But…better somehow?" 
 
    "Doesn't hurt that the rig you're using costs about three times as much as that little shortwave job you had earlier," Rondell said with a grin. His smile faded. "Don't tell Caitlyn I said that, though." 
 
    Becca laughed and tuned to the next station. "So, how is this going to work? she asked as Rondell continued to pack. "I mean, are you going to take down the antenna and drag it over there to the Rec Center?" 
 
    Rondell paused and looked down at his hands. "Nah. I'm too old to do that, anyway. No, we’ll remove the cabling and take that with us. I think I can rig up a makeshift dipole antenna. It actually might work a little better than the system I have here with the vertical tower.” He pursed his lips in thought. “It would take too long to dismantle the tower and drag it over piece by piece. We certainly can't do it right now," he said as he looked at Becca. "We don't have the manpower—too many people are set up for defense or transferring supplies. Maybe once we get set up over there…" he said as he stared off into the distance. "Yeah…might be something we can do later, depending on how long this crisis lasts," he said with a wave of his hand. "But for now, the priority is to get everybody over there." 
 
    Becca nodded. "Seems like a shame to leave all that equipment behind." 
 
    "Oh, don't worry, we’re takin’ absolutely everything with us. We'll leave the shell of the tower, but that's about it." Rondell picked up another box and moved it to the door. He groaned when he stood and rubbed his lower back. "Definitely not as young as I used to be. Good news is all those spare parts that I've been dragging around for 30 years are finally going to earn their keep. Caitlyn's been telling me to get rid of this stuff for years." He chuckled to himself as he went back to work. 
 
    Becca listened to static for a little while, switched channels, and listened to some more static. She repeated the process three more times, then looked up at him. "So I've been thinking…" 
 
    Rondell turned, holding a large box in his hand. "About what?" 
 
    "Well…I was looking at my phone this morning, and of course it doesn’t have a signal, so I can't get any of the social media apps I usually follow…" 
 
    Rondell shook his head. "A little forced time away from those silly screens will probably do your generation some good." 
 
    "That's not what I was talking about…I'm just saying, there's going to be other people popping up around the country with these HAM radios, right?" 
 
    "Already are. And you can bet there will be more in the coming days and weeks. We're not a group that easily gives up—as long as somebody's got power to run their rig, they'll be on the air. Radio might be the only way to get news and communications out to anybody for a long time." 
 
    Becca nodded and pulled the headset off her ears. "Exactly. What if we’re able to contact somebody say…in Atlanta," she said, then raised a hand to stop his argument. "I'm just saying—it could be anywhere. And what if we have people who live here, with relatives in Atlanta? Would it be possible to set up…like a message service?" 
 
    Rondell stared at her for a moment. “Maybe…if the people we’re trying to contact knew enough to go to somebody with a radio…"  
 
    Becca inclined her head. "You said yourself that radio’s probably gonna be the only way we can communicate for a while. So one way or another, most people will realize that whoever has a radio is going to be somebody worth knowing." 
 
    "Or target," Rondell said as he hefted another box toward the door. The small pile diminished as two men showed up, grabbed boxes, and walked off with them. "Make sure all these boxes stay together," Rondell called after them. "This radio rig isn't going to do anybody any good if I can't find all the parts!" 
 
    He turned back to Becca. "It's a good idea…but we’ll have to get cooperation from people on the other end. They’d have to put out word that they can transfer messages.” He stopped to wipe the sweat from his brow. “And then the people we’re trying to contact will have to know to do so. But in theory, yeah…it could work. It could work just fine." He looked at Becca. "Good idea, kid—I'll bring it up with the general." 
 
    Becca smiled from ear to ear and put the headphones back on. "It could be like a radio Pony Express," she muttered to herself.  
 
    She turned the dial and listened to static. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    Sounden, Arizona 
 
      
 
    Derek peered toward the rear corner of the gas station. He didn't see anyone, but that didn't mean one of the mayor's thugs wasn't lurking out there in the storm. He rushed forward, stumbling through the sand, heedless of how big a target he made. He had to get inside, and get inside as soon as possible. Hiram was in no shape to put up a prolonged defense, and Lisa might be unwilling to try.  
 
    He made it to the door relatively unscathed, forced his way inside, and slammed it shut behind him. Immediately, the howling of the storm was replaced by the explosion of gunfire. He sprinted from the little storage area where the fire door was located into the main office.  
 
    Hiram, his back up against the wall and drenched in sweat, lay propped on the floor, surrounded by his makeshift pallet. He glanced up with his one good eye as Derek entered the room. "About time you showed up," he grumbled through his half-charred mouth. He dropped his pistol and closed his eye. 
 
    "They're everywhere!" Lisa said next to Hiram, her hands shaking as she tried to apply a bandage over a red spot on Hiram's burnt jacket. "They shot him!" 
 
    “Eh…just got lucky,” the old man muttered. 
 
    Derek scooped the pistol up from the ground and holstered it. He raised his hand to shield his face from the stream of dust that spurted into the gas station from half a dozen bullet holes in the front windows. A shadow loomed on the other side of the door. 
 
    “Don't want to hurt anybody!" a voice hollered, drifting in on the wind. 
 
    "If that's true, then get out of here!" Derek yelled. 
 
    His only answer was a gunshot, close to the front door, which put another fist-sized hole in the window. In the darkness, Derek had no idea where the bullet went. His eyes were fixated on the large cracks spreading to the window. He knelt and turned his back to the door. "Lisa, get something over your face, now!" 
 
    No sooner had the words left his mouth than the upper half of the front door shattered and showered them with bits of glass as the storm vented its fury against the resistant building. 
 
    “…gonna get you!" a voice said on the wind. 
 
    Derek drew the pistol, aimed blindly behind him, and fired in the general vicinity of the front door. 
 
    "You tryin’ to get us all killed?" Hiram yelled. "Don't shoot at the Thunder Powder! It ain't as safe as TNT." 
 
    "Well, that statement fills me with a lot of warm and fuzzies," Derek muttered. "Lisa, grab the first aid kit—whatever you can carry—and get to the little storeroom by the exit. I'll bring Hiram." 
 
    "You will not," the old man snapped. "I'm tired of being dragged around like of rag doll. Leave me be—you two clear on out of here while you still got the chance." 
 
    "Does the car work?" Lisa asked, her hands full of medical supplies, her face full of concern. 
 
    "It works," Derek replied as he bent down to grab the old man. Hiram swatted him away.  
 
    "I was serious. Give me the trigger," he said, grasping with his good hand toward the dull gray plastic box just out of his reach. It had a single red button emblazoned with a happy face sticker. 
 
    "I can't leave you…” 
 
    Hiram looked up at Derek. "Son, you can't stay, and I can’t go." He offered a weak smile. The half of his lips that weren’t charred curled up. "Go get your family," Hiram whispered. "I got me a dead man switch, but it won't last long." 
 
    "What's a dead man switch?" Lisa asked in a tremulous voice. 
 
    "I'm gonna hold my fist in the air over this button. When I die, my hand will drop, hit the button, and blow this whole station to kingdom come. And everyone left in it." He added, glaring at Derek with his one eye. 
 
    "Hey! Don't shoot! I'm unarmed!” a voice yelled from the other side of the gas station. "What in the world is blocking these doors?" 
 
    "Keep messing around out there and find out!" Derek snapped. "Don't come any closer! I am armed and I will shoot!" 
 
    "Clearly," the voice yelled. Derek glanced at Lisa. She shook her head. 
 
    "Look, we don't want you, we just want the old man!" 
 
    "And why is that?" Derek yelled. 
 
    "He's responsible for the deaths of three police officers." 
 
    Derek glanced down at Hiram. The old man shrugged his good shoulder. "I was kinda hoping for an even half dozen…but I'll take it." 
 
    Beside him, Lisa groaned. "I don't believe this is happening…" 
 
    "What are you still doing here? Get in that storeroom…" Derek urged over his shoulder. 
 
    "I'm moving, I’m moving…" Lisa said as she hauled herself to her feet, then hobbled into the storeroom and disappeared around the corner. By the time Derek turned back to face the speaker at the front door, Hiram grabbed his arm.  
 
    "Leave me be," he grumbled. Lisa returned and bent to grab Hiram’s legs. "You can't carry me, lady! You're gonna get us both killed!" 
 
    Derek felt sweat dribble down his face, gathering dust as it went, and it created a thick sludge on his skin. He wanted the cops—not cops—to go away. He wanted to sleep. He wanted a shower. 
 
    "What do you want?" Derek yelled. 
 
    "I already told you! Give us the old man!" 
 
    "Why did you want me killed?" he demanded as he adjusted his grip on the pistol. 
 
    “Did we?” There was a long pause at the front door. The wind howled, and the distant crackle of lightning presaged a massive thunderclap that made Derek's ribs vibrate. 
 
    Hiram coughed at his feet. "They’re…" he wheezed, caught his breath and tried again. "Keeping you talking…trick…" 
 
    Derek turned and looked at Lisa. "Check the back door…" he whispered. 
 
    "What do I do if someone's there?" 
 
    "Scream," Derek hissed. He waved her away. 
 
    Lisa looked at him again, then hobbled back into the storeroom and disappeared. Somewhere out beyond the front door, several flashlights clicked on, blinding Derek. He raised his open hand to block the lights, and for a split second caught the silhouette of someone standing square in the middle of the front door, as if they owned the place. 
 
    "I'm sorry, is the light bothering you?" the man—Derek finally recognized him as the old man he'd first encountered outside the mayor's office. 
 
    Derek squinted in the dust and sand. He grinned. "Hardly. It's making you stand out like a target." 
 
    "I said shut those lights off, you idiots!" another voice barked in the storm. 
 
    As soon as the lights winked out, Derek moved into the storeroom, putting the solid cinderblock wall between him and the front door. Someone outside fired a shot, Lisa screamed, and Derek flinched. He felt the wall hum with the bullet’s impact. 
 
    "I said hold your fire!" Sam the cop roared. "I'm trying to talk him down—I'm negotiating here!" 
 
    Derek smirked. "Negotiating…you're stalling," he muttered to himself. 
 
    "… Derek…" Lisa whispered from the emergency door. She turned and looked at him, her eyes reflecting wide in the darkness. "Derek! Somebody’s trying to open the door!" 
 
    "See?" cackled Hiram from the other side of the dividing wall. "Told you they were trickin’ you." 
 
    "What do you want me to do?" Lisa cried. 
 
    "Get all the medical supplies and that backpack. Stuff everything you can from the duffel bags in there," Derek said as he pointed down at the first aid kit on the floor. You think you can carry the blue duffel?" 
 
    "I…" Lisa said as she got down on her good knee and scrabbled through the supplies on the floor. "Yes," she said finally.  
 
    "Good, because we need to get out of here," Derek muttered. 
 
    Sam yelled again from the front. This time, Hiram answered him. "Quit your yappin’, you fool!" 
 
    "Hiram Leask! So you did survive!" 
 
    "I'm all right," the old man hollered. He glanced up at Derek. "What are you waiting for—go," he hissed. 
 
    "Hiram…" Derek said, his hand on one of the big duffel bags he’d brought from Flagstaff. 
 
    “Come on out old man, don’t make these friends of yours suffer on your account.” 
 
    Hiram ignored the order. "You get that JB Weld like I told you?" he whispered. 
 
    "I got it,” Lisa replied quietly, “it's here in the first aid kit.” 
 
    "Good," Hiram grumbled as he shifted his position against the wall. "Now, get out of here. Last warning." Staring up at Derek, he raised his hand, clinched it into a fist and held it about six inches above the trigger switch. "Go." 
 
    Derek moved to the rear door and watched the handle rattle. Someone gently tried pulling the door open, but the sand prevented it from opening far. A slice of light lit up the dark storeroom and sand tumbled in, then Derek poked the shotgun’s muzzle toward the opening. 
 
    “Whoa!” a surprised voice from outside said. A shadow moved, and Derek pulled the door shut again. 
 
    “You’d better get going. I can’t keep ‘em occupied much longer,” Hiram warned from around the corner.  
 
    “You need to come out with your hands up! What’s taking so long?” 
 
    “I hear you, officer,” Hiram said, louder. “Why don’t you come in here and find out?” He stared at Derek and widened his eyes. 
 
    “What’s he talking about?” Lisa asked. 
 
    “Don’t know, don’t care—we need to go. Stay right behind me. The car is straight out the door, a little to the right. You’ll have to get in the back seat, driver’s side. I’ll clear a path through the mayor’s men out there and you make for the car.” 
 
    “Derek…” 
 
    “You can do this.” He adjusted the duffle bag over his shoulder and gripped the first aid kit in his free hand. “Hiram’s serious—if we don’t leave before his arm gives out…” 
 
    Lisa nodded. “Okay…I’ll follow you.” She clutched the blue duffel to her chest and took a deep breath. 
 
    “On three,” Derek said. Someone pounded on the door again.  
 
    “Tell your goons to clear out the back door,” Hiram yelled. “Y’all want to talk? You can come in the front like grown men.” 
 
    After a moment, Sam acquiesced. “Fair enough. Alright boys, everyone up front.” 
 
    Derek shook his head at the smile in the man’s voice. He was close, too. “One…two…” 
 
    “Hiram, you old goat…what are you doing over there?” asked Sam’s voice from inside the station. The sound of his boots was loud against the muffled roar of the storm. 
 
    “Come a little closer and find out,” the old man sneered. 
 
    “Three!” Derek said and kicked the rear door open. A muffled thump, followed quickly by a surprised grunt, and the door was open and clear. 
 
    Someone fired a pistol from the right, toward where the car’s shadow loomed in the storm. Derek ignored the spark next to him. Instead, he swiveled the shotgun at his hip and fired. He was off balance from the duffel on his back and the shot went wide. 
 
    Two more people fired weapons, Lisa screamed, and Derek racked the shotgun and fired again. He ducked and charged forward, pumping the shotgun again. The spent shell vanished into the storm, and a man appeared out of the sand. Derek fired and the man disappeared with a groan.  
 
     A bullet sparked off the hood of Isabel’s car, and Derek slid to a stop by the front tire. Gunfire crackled inside the station. Lisa ran through the sand and went right past Derek to the passenger door. 
 
    “Get in!” he yelled as he popped up over the hood and fired at the station’s back wall. Someone was there. He spotted a man dive into the sand to the right, just missing the spray of pellets from Derek’s scattergun. 
 
    He turned to open the driver’s door, and another man emerged from the storm. Derek didn’t have time to pump the slide and aim, so he swung forward with the stock and delivered a crushing blow to the bridge of the man’s nose. He leaned into it and let his body weight, combined with the heavy duffel on his back, drive the man to the ground. 
 
    Derek clambered to his feet, yanked open the driver’s door, tossed his duffel and the first aid pack from his back into the passenger seat, then slid behind the wheel. By the time he got the door closed, his other hand already had the key in the ignition and turned the engine over. 
 
    A bullet punched through the windshield, and Derek hit the lights. Twin beams of white illuminated a man behind the station as Derek shifted into reverse. The tires chewed through the loose sand and struggled only a little against the drift piled up on the passenger side of the car. The man by the station yelled something, then took aim again, but Derek was already spinning the wheel and swinging the rear of the car around. 
 
    “Hang on!” he yelled over his shoulder as the front end of the car cleared the corner of the station. “And stay down!” 
 
    “I’m already there!” Lisa screamed from the back seat. 
 
    Bullets sparked against the side panels and broke windows, but Derek kept his foot down and the car picked up speed, clearing the rear of the station and racing down the side lot toward the main road. He caught a glimpse of movement at the front door—there were several shadows trying to force their way into the station—then they passed the glowing gas pumps and he turned on the road leading out of town, trying desperately to put a building between them and the station before— 
 
    The world went white. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    Santa Fe, New Mexico 
 
      
 
    The Inquisitor glanced out the window above the head of his interrogation suspect. "Tell me, do you know how many pressure points there are on the human body?" He held up the end of a wooden paintbrush. He turned the blunt handle this way and that in the light, then settled on a dagger grip. 
 
    "No,” the prisoner spat. “Go f—" 
 
    "I do. Let's explore them together, shall we?" The Inquisitor jabbed down with expert precision, and the blunt tip of the handle hit the man's thigh just above his knee, between the heads of his quadriceps. His eyes bulged, his mouth remained open, and his body went rigid. The man howled in pain, and Inquisitor removed the handle. It took a few seconds for his subject to relax so he leaned his back against the wall again. 
 
    "You're sick…" the gasping man said, half sobbing, half coughing as he stared up at the Inquisitor. A fresh sheen of sweat glistened on his forehead and his right eye was swollen shut. The Inquisitor reached out and gently took the man's face in his hand, then turned his head so he could examine the eye better.  
 
    "Oh, dear. It appears I've rather ruined your mug shot." He looked down at the man and gently patted his cheek. "I do hope you realize that was not my intention at all. I never meant to cause permanent damage. Only pain. Pain, of course, being temporary." 
 
    He twisted the handle in his other hand and jabbed down at a different spot, closer to the man's hip. The prisoner’s one good eye clamped shut, and he closed his jaw, groaning. 
 
    The Inquisitor relented, then stood and stepped away. "There now…that wasn't so bad, was it?" He dropped the paintbrush on the ground to clatter at his prisoner’s feet. The man exhaled, gave a slight whimper, and looked at the paintbrush. "What do you…what do you w-want?" 
 
    "Unfortunately, I’m rather pressed for time, you see,” the Inquisitor said as he brushed his hands together. "I'm sure you realize that. Your comrades will be hunting for us even now. Alas, I normally quite prefer to take my time with matters such as this—professional pride, so to speak. So, you simply must forgive me if I get right to the point," he said as he lifted the painter’s pallet knife from the table.  
 
    The triangle blade glinted in the weak light, and the prisoner’s eye opened wide. "Wait…wait-wait-wait!" he begged. The next words out of his mouth were lost in a scream as the Inquisitor applied his unique interrogation technique to the man's broken arm. 
 
    When he let go, the prisoner fell over on his side and curled up in a ball, whimpering. The Inquisitor glanced down at the pallet blade with barely a flick of blood on it. "Well, that didn't go as planned—I do apologize," he said. "The skin around your broken radius seems to have been rather thin. Pity." 
 
    "What do you want?" breathed the gasping man on the floor. 
 
    "Information. If you can give it to me quickly, then this can all end," the Inquisitor said as he casually flicked his wrist. 
 
    "Why are you torturing me?" 
 
    "First, I believe I'm the one who shall be asking the questions. And second, I already gave you that answer. But it might not be the one you're looking for.” He sighed. “I find torture such a…barbaric word, don't you? I'm simply engaging in…aggressive questioning." 
 
    He squatted next to the man and began untying his work boot. 
 
    "Whoa…wait, what are you doing?" the prisoner asked as he lifted his sweaty, bloody head off the floor. He tried to pull his leg back, but the Inquisitor held firm. 
 
    The Inquisitor scoffed. "Removing your boot, of course." 
 
    "Why?" the man all but wailed. 
 
    "Oh, my dear boy, there are dozens of pressure points on the human foot." He picked up the paintbrush handle and twirled it between his fingers. "Shall I educate you on which one is the most painful?" 
 
    “NO!" the man hollered. "Look, I'll tell you whatever you want. Just ask! Please!" 
 
    The Inquisitor sighed, but stayed his hand. "Oh, very well. Time constraints and all that—tell me, who do you work for? Is it Nico?" 
 
    The prisoner spat. "I ain’t never worked for that little weasel. Mr. Crowley is my boss. He hired me." 
 
    "How very interesting," the Inquisitor said with a half-smile. "I wasn't aware that Mr. Crowley—or Mr. Standish—were quite into the…more physical aspects of retaining membership in the Grove." 
 
    The prisoner stopped his panting and stared up at the Inquisitor. "W-what?" 
 
    The Inquisitor rolled his eyes. "Why do you work for Mr. Crowley?" 
 
    "Because he pays me," the prisoner said with a pained expression on his face. "You think I get off on all this talk about gods and stuff?” He spat a glob of bloody spittle. “I don't believe in any—" 
 
    The Inquisitor smacked him with an open palm across the side of his head. A bloody tooth popped out of his mouth. "You knocked one of my teeth out!" he moaned. 
 
    "Sorry,” the Inquisitor said, cleaning his hand. “Although, in my defense, it was probably already quite loose." He picked up the tooth and examined it. "Would you like me to put it back in?" 
 
    The prisoner on the floor, bound as he was by the belts tied from his good arm to his neck, struggled to put distance between himself and the Inquisitor, and bumped against the exterior wall of the art gallery. "Please…" he whispered. 
 
    The Inquisitor dropped the tooth on the ground where it clinked and bounced off of the tile floor. "Here's the deal," he said as he sat back on his heels. "I want to know what exactly you and your friends are doing out in the middle of this biblical nightmare." 
 
    The man shook his head. "I don't know what's going on…Nico's got just as many men out there…Mr. Crowley said that we're going to take over and sent us to take you out of the picture." 
 
    The Inquisitor ignored the part where he was marked for elimination. "You mean the rift between Nico and your employer?" 
 
    "No, no, man…not that…" the prisoner said. He swallowed, then spat another mouthful of bloody mucus on the ground. "They're all working together—they decided to come together for the good of the Grove or something. All I know is that Crowley sent me to get you. Nico’s boys are stirring up the crowds. When they spotted you, they radioed in to have us bring you back to the Grove. Alive." 
 
    The Inquisitor arched an eyebrow. 
 
    "For…questioning," the man explained. 
 
    The Inquisitor grinned. "Indeed." 
 
    The sandstorm howled outside, and the glow across the street grew brighter, illuminating the art gallery with light. "Look…Crowley said he and Standish and Nico are going to take over. That's all I know." 
 
    "Take over what? The Grove? There's never been a triumvirate before…" the Inquisitor mused, staring off into the distance. 
 
    "Not the Grove…they already got that wrapped up, man. They're taking over Santa Fe." 
 
    The Inquisitor cocked his head and looked down at his prisoner. "Pardon? Did you just say the Grove leadership is taking over Santa Fe? As in the town?" 
 
    "I think it might be big enough to be a city," the prisoner said, then snorted at his own wit. When his good eye looked up and saw the expression on the Inquisitor’s face, he swallowed his mirth. "I mean…yeah, why not? All the cops and everybody are gone, right? Somebody's got to be in charge…may as well be them." 
 
    "And you have no personal stake in this matter?" 
 
    The prisoner shook his head. "Why should I? They're paying me good money to do the dirty work. This stuff is fun, you know?" 
 
    "One must do one's duty of course, but I hardly consider any of this," the Inquisitor said as he gestured to indicate the art gallery and the chaos outside, "fun." 
 
    The prisoner on the floor shivered. "Oh…okay…" 
 
    “So Nico has brokered a truce between Standish and Crowley, eh?" 
 
    The prisoner nodded emphatically. "Yeah…it happened right after you left…I was in the big room…the sanctum. You left, and the three of them got together and decided it was better if everybody fought on the same side." 
 
    "Who, pray tell, are they fighting against?" 
 
    The prisoner looked up at him. "Well, for starters, you. And, I guess…the city?" 
 
    "Do they not understand that by attacking me, they are declaring themselves an enemy of the faith? An enemy of our global faith?" the Inquisitor asked, letting the words sink in. 
 
    The man blinked his one good eye. "I…I don't know anything about that, man. I've never been outside the US." 
 
    The Inquisitor stood and put his hands on his hips. "Americans." He turned and paced like a caged lion. He found walking an easy method to free his mind. 
 
    Movement outside, nothing more than a shadow in a mist of swirling shadows, caught his attention. Someone was snooping around the burning art gallery. It wouldn't be long before they found him. 
 
    He glanced down at his prisoner. "I believe your friends are looking for you.” 
 
    "Yeah, I imagine they are…we told Mr. Crowley and everybody back at the Grove, right where we were going. You can’t outrun a radio, man." 
 
    A muffled shout outside caused the Inquisitor to step back into the shadows. 
 
    "I'm in here!" the prisoner bellowed, surprisingly loud. "HELP!" 
 
    Two shadows appeared in the storm. Blast. They heard the prisoner. 
 
    The Inquisitor cursed and stepped forward, picking up the triangle bladed pallet knife from the floor. "I do wish you hadn't done that," he said in an irritated voice.  
 
    The prisoner scrambled to sit up and began to apologize, but the blade had already crossed the man's throat. The Inquisitor spun and stepped out of the way before the spray of arterial blood got on his clothes. He moved back and watched his handiwork. The man's good eye rolled up at him as he slowly slid down the wall, spraying blood in a fan arc onto the floor with every heartbeat. The man hit the ground and lay there, blinking at him, his mouth opening and closing like a fish out of water. 
 
    "May the gods have mercy on your soul, and this sacrifice go in my favor." He knelt and ceremonially wiped his blade on the man's clothes, then stepped back. He adjusted his suit and disappeared into the shadows. 
 
    A second later, the front door caved in under the explosive charge of two of the Grove’s hitmen. The first staggered through the door, slipped on the blood and fell face first in front of the prisoner. He screamed, struggling to get up on the slippery floor, and managed to entangle the second man, who likewise fell over. 
 
    The Inquisitor hid in the shadows, smiling. If he hadn't been pressed for time, it would've been a comical situation. Instead, he drew his pistol, took aim, and fired one shot into the head of the first man through the door. Curses flew, and the second man managed to roll to the left and avoid becoming the third body in the art gallery. A fourth thug charged through the front door, firing blindly. 
 
    Normally the Inquisitor would have remained still, having discovered over a long career that people who fired into dark rooms tended to hit targets that moved simply by luck. However, the bullet that tore a chunk of wood from a display stand mere inches from his head convinced him that discretion was the better part of valor, so he dropped to the floor. 
 
    "I'll kill you!" the new man said as he staggered in and blinked in the dim light. He spotted movement, and the second man through the door managed to pull himself up off the floor and hide behind the front counter of the art gallery. "We found him! We’re in an art gallery on Canyon Road! Send help!" 
 
    The Inquisitor frowned. That was exactly the kind of thing he’d hoped to avoid. But his interrogation had proven fruitful. He raised his pistol and waited. The gunman staggered forward, slipped on the blood that did in his fellow, but managed to regain his balance. He turned and fired blindly again, and the bullet ricocheted off something in the back.  
 
    A heartbeat later, no sooner had his ears registered the sound of a bullet pinging off of something metallic, then the Inquisitor felt a tug on his ear and intense pain flared on the side of his head. He grunted and lowered himself, but the sound was enough to draw the attention of the gunman, who emptied the rest of his magazine into the general vicinity where the Inquisitor tried to hide. 
 
    Bullets pounded into the cement, the tile, the wood countertop, and canvas art frames all around him. Showered with debris, bleeding from the side of his head, the Inquisitor encountered something he'd been able to keep in check for years. 
 
    Rage.  
 
    He stood as soon as the man paused to reload his weapon and fired one shot. The bullet hit the top of the man's head, creating an explosion of cherry cobbler across the front of the art gallery. The body dropped, and the Inquisitor stepped around the mess toward the front counter. 
 
    "He's already got all three—yes! I need help I…" 
 
    The Inquisitor looked down at the man with the radio in his trembling hands. He looked up and gave a nervous smile.  
 
    “Oh…there you are.” 
 
    The Inquisitor inclined his head. “Here I am.” He glanced at the radio in the man’s sweaty hand. “Hand over the radio.” 
 
    The man looked at the radio in his hand, then back to the Inquisitor. “You’ll kill me.” 
 
    “I plan on doing that regardless. Hand it over, if you please.” 
 
    “Sure…” the man said a split second before he smashed the radio on the ground. He held up bits of broken plastic and wires to the Inquisitor. “Here you go, pal.” 
 
    “How rude.” The Inquisitor frowned, raised his weapon, and put a bullet between the man’s eyes. He looked down at the mess on the floor and shook his head, then exited the building. 
 
    Now that he knew what game was afoot, it was more imperative than ever to find Isabel Stagg and Cassandra Lavoy and extract them from Santa Fe. The trick, he told himself as he stepped out into the storm once more, was finding anything in the bloody sandstorm. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    Raven Rock Mountain Complex 
 
    3 miles east of Blue Ridge Summit, Pennsylvania 
 
      
 
    After Hank had been assigned his room—with surprisingly nice accommodations, including a soft bed, carpeted floors, and painted walls that resembled wood paneling—and changed into a set of army fatigues that more or less fit him, an escort arrived at his door. Hank had been too busy staring at the recessed lights in the ceiling to notice the young man’s arrival. 
 
    “Everyone plays with the light switches, sir.” 
 
    Hank winced. He turned around to face a man that looked carved from the same granite that Raven Rock had been excavated. “Was it that obvious that I’m the new guy?” 
 
    The soldier smiled, but it wasn’t forced. “I’m Corporal Jason Lowe. I’ve been assigned as your liaison for your stay here at Site R. If there’s anything you need, you can call me 24 hours a day. Me or someone in my squad will be on hand to help in any way we can. Just push that button right there,” he said as he indicated a red button to the right of the main door with the precise, open-handed gesture of a drill sergeant.  
 
    “Thank you, corporal,” Hank said, a little unsure what else to say. He turned back to his bed, where the contents of his manilla envelope from his initial processing lay strewn across the sheets. “I’m not sure what I’m supposed to bring to the meeting…” 
 
    Corporal Lowe watched Hank get ready and then cleared his throat. “Most people just bring everything. Sir, can I ask you a question?” 
 
    Hank didn’t look up from the big envelope on his bed. The little package constituted all of his worldly possessions. Happy for the momentary distraction, he turned and smiled. “You just did,” he said as he started packing it all back into the envelope. He’d take everything, like everyone else. 
 
    The corporal blinked. “Uh…” 
 
    “Go ahead, son, I’m just giving you a hard time.” Hank looked at the young man—he was huge, a mountain of muscle—but couldn’t be more than 25. He looked young. And worried. 
 
    Hank frowned. Maybe I’m just old and scared… 
 
    “Is it…it’s just me and the guys…we’ve been wondering, and since you’re part of the latest wave to get here and you’re not one of the…” 
 
    Hank smiled again, easily slipping into his role as ‘good cop.’ “I’m not one of the career politicians that have the holier-than-thou attitude toward everyone?” 
 
    Relief washed over the young man’s face. “Yessir.” He plowed forward with this question. “Is it really that bad out there? We’ve heard rumors…a lot of the guys can’t get a hold of their families…and I was wondering…you were out there longer than just about anyone here…” 
 
    Hank looked down. The notion that so many of the people in the facility had family on the outside…hurt. How could he relate what he’d seen to this scared young man? How could he speak of what he’d seen and done—and what had been done on his behalf… 
 
    There was nothing he could do to help. Well, maybe not  nothing. Hank took a breath. “Where does your family live?” 
 
    “I’m from Colorado, sir. We’re outside Denver, south a bit.” 
 
    Hank exhaled, nodded as he turned off the lights out of habit and stepped out into the corridor—his envelope in hand. Corporal Lowe shut the door for him. A green biometric keypad lit up to indicate the door had locked. 
 
    “When we come back, just place your hand here on this reader. Your prints have already been fed into the system. It’ll unlock for you and you only, unless you have one of these,” the young man said, holding up an odd key on a chain around his neck.  
 
    Hank nodded. “How does this facility still have power?” 
 
    Corporal Lowe walked next to Hank, his hands clasped neatly at the base of his spine. “Raven Rock has emergency fuel reserves for generators. We can last for years without external assistance. Some of us think we’ve got a mini nuke plant down there—you know, the ones the Air Force has been playing with?” 
 
    Hank didn’t, but he nodded along just the same. Talking about electric power brought him back to the young man’s question about conditions on the outside. “If your family is outside Denver, corporal, you don’t need to worry too much. The cities are where it’s bad right now.” He turned to look at Corporal Lowe as they walked.  
 
    “In fact, as soon as we got out of Washington, it was smooth sailing all the way here,” he lied, but it was worth it to see the young man’s shoulders relax. He couldn’t do anything to help the corporal’s family, but he could alleviate some anxiety with a few kind words. 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Corporal Lowe said with a heartfelt, if sad, smile. He glanced down the hallway. “Are you sure you don’t want anything to eat, sir? They’re going to start in a couple minutes, but I can run and get you a sandwich or something from the cafeteria.” 
 
    Hank put a hand on his stomach. “No, thank you, corporal. The secret service guys gave me some protein bars on the trip out,” he said with a weak smile. “I’m so nervous, I’m afraid I’ll throw up if I eat anything.” 
 
    The young corporal gave Hank a genuine smile. “We’re glad you’re here, sir.” He looked around for eavesdroppers. “We’re all little nervous, too,” he whispered in confidence. 
 
    Hank shook the young man’s hand. “Just keep doing what you’re doing, son. We’ll get through this together.” 
 
    The young man snapped a smart salute. “Thank you, sir. If you need anything—anything at all—just let me know, sir. I’ll show you to your seat and then step out of the room with the other aides.” 
 
    Hank nodded again and stepped inside the well-lit, spacious conference room. “Director Bellasconi, I have a seat for you over here, sir,” a different aide in camo said, standing in the back corner of the room. He pointed at the U-shaped conference table in front of him with an open palm. Corporal Lowe led Hank to the indicated seat, got him situated, then left with several other soldiers who’d delivered their charges. 
 
    Hank sat in his seat, clutching the thick manila envelope. He hadn’t even had time to dig through the packet yet, other than a cursory inspection when he’d dumped everything on his bed back in his room. He’d discovered it contained an interesting new ID badge, an iPad Mini, and a pile of documents an inch thick, all of which he’d brought with him. He looked around the room and noticed most everyone else in attendance had done the same thing. They all had manilla envelopes as well. 
 
    Once settled in his position, Hank was surprised to see a brass nameplate that read Henry Bellasconi, Director, FBI. "How in the world did they have time to have this made?" he asked to the disoriented looking man in the seat to his right. 
 
    "They have nameplates for the top five designated survivors in every position, ready and waiting in a stockpile. Every facility does," he said, looking down his nose behind thick glasses at Hank as if every schoolchild knew that answer. 
 
    Hank shook his head. "Every facility…you mean there’s more…Raven Rocks?” Hank looked around. “How much did all this cost?" 
 
    The man in the rumpled suit chuckled. "I know of at least a dozen facilities like this, some bigger, some smaller. I’m sure there’s more—and as for the price, does it really matter now?" 
 
    Hank scoffed. "I guess it doesn't. The system worked." He leaned across to shake hands. “Hank Bellasconi, FBI.” 
 
    The man’s eyebrows went up. “The system worked, indeed.” He shook Hank’s hand. “Roger Stanley—I’m with the Department of Education. It’s nice to meet you, Director Bellasconi.” 
 
    The conference room doors opened, and a tall, thin woman entered with a severe look on her face. Hank pushed his chair back and stood as Marcia Webb, the National Security Advisor, entered. She smiled at him and walked over. "Director Bellasconi, it's good to meet you." 
 
    Hank shook her hand. How did everyone know he was the FBI Director before he did? “It’s a pleasure,” he said as she sat next to him. "I…uh…I'm sorry we’re not meeting under more pleasant circumstances.” 
 
    "Agreed," she muttered out of the corner of her mouth. “Though, between you and me, I always thought Adam Ghest was an ass.” 
 
    Hank blinked at the slight to the former FBI Director and stared at her as she rummaged through her handbag. She pulled out a cell phone and a pad of paper covered in messy notes. She put the bag on the floor and produced a pen, then put the notepad and pen on the table in front of her—just so—and talked with the person on her left. An older man Hank didn’t recognize. 
 
    Over the next few minutes, while she was busy tapping out messages on her secure cell phone—Hank wasn't sure how she still had a signal—the room began to fill. Various representatives of Congress and the Department of Homeland Security appeared, none of whom Hank recognized. Aides, just like the one who'd helped Hank to his seat, pointed out where each befuddled member of government was supposed to sit.  
 
    In short order, the entire polished U-shaped table was filled with anxious, confused people. Except for the National Security Advisor on his left and Roger Stanley on his right. To Hank's knowledge, she was the only one at the top of the list of successors to actually make it from her agency. The enormity of that revelation caused Hank to start to sweat. 
 
    A man in a crisp army dress uniform walked into the room and whispered something to the closest aides, who immediately left the room. He snapped his fingers at another member of the staff and a big panel slid open on the ceiling. The nervous background chatter died down as a massive projection screen lowered on quiet motors, and a hidden projector fired up somewhere behind Hank. 
 
    “This isn’t going to be pretty,” Marcia Webb said to Hank. “That’s the Sergeant at Arms of the Senate. Former green beret. Got three Purple Hearts with the army.” 
 
    Hank nodded. The man certainly looked intimidating. 
 
    The Presidential seal filled the screen and the lights in the room darkened. The Sergeant at Arms raised his voice over the low murmurs. "Ladies and gentlemen, the President of the United States."  
 
    A moment later, the Presidential seal disappeared and the President himself appeared. "Is this thing on?” he asked, his voice booming in the conference room. “Can everybody hear me?" 
 
    "Yes, Mr. President," NSA said in a loud, clear voice in the room full of silent, stunned faces. 
 
    "Marcia, thank God you made it. Who else is there?" The President turned to someone off-camera. "I can't see anybody in the room, don't they have a camera set up in there?" The President listened for a moment, while Hank and the others looked on in confusion. The President sighed and faced them again. "Well, I've just been informed that your facility doesn't have two-way video conferencing, yet. Some kind of technical glitch. So, we’ll simply have to do it the hard way." 
 
    Hank had never seen the President look so old. He’d successfully campaigned twice on his youth and vigor. He shifted in his seat, a seed of worry worming its way into his mind. 
 
    "By now, I'm sure you're all very aware that this nation is in the midst of the most serious crisis we’ve ever faced. Hard to believe it all started as a natural disaster. You should all have envelopes with you. Please take some time after this meeting to go over everything.” The President gave a casual flip of his wrist. You’ll find all the appropriate contacts and relevant information for each of you to get in touch with your departments and agencies to facilitate the smooth transition.” He looked down at some notes, then back up at the screen. “Marcia, are you the only Tier 1 Exec there?" 
 
    Webb cleared her throat and leaned forward toward a microphone hub on the desk. "Unfortunately, sir, I am—however, I have Hank Bellasconi from the FBI here." 
 
    The President frowned. "Never heard of him." 
 
    "Sorry, sir,” Hank interjected. “I was some ways down the list, evidently." 
 
    The President's face softened. "I’m sorry—Hank is it?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Hank said with a smile. Apocalypse or no, it wasn’t every day the President of the United States addressed someone by their first name. 
 
    “I imagine this is all a pretty big shock—for everyone. I'm sorry it had to be this way, people.” He looked down. “I'm sorry for a lot of things, mostly because all of you good folks were kept in the dark about what might happen. But Cold War mentalities are hard to shake. The government has operated like this for more than 70 years, and I doubt it's going to change anytime soon.” He looked into the camera with his best campaign face. “Nonetheless, I thank each and every one of you for your cooperation and look forward to working with all of you." 
 
    "Mr. President, this is Bashir Aden—“ 
 
    The President’s face brightened a little. "It's good to hear from you, Senator. I’m glad you’re safe. You weren’t in Minnesota, then?” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. No, sir, I was about to return to St. Paul when…well, when all this happened. I was wondering if we have numbers on the rest of Congress—how many have made it to facilities like this? And what’s the status of our families? My wife and daughter are still in Minnesota…I think. No one here will tell me anything about them…”  
 
    A low murmur swept through the room at the mention of families. Hank sat back in his chair, thankful he wasn’t married. His mouth twisted. Judy, his ex-wife, was thankfully in Europe, spending his alimony money. 
 
    As the two politicians discussed the rest of Congress, Hank leaned in toward the NSA director. "Where is the President? I thought everybody was going to be brought here?" 
 
    She leaned in toward him and put a hand over her mouth to whisper. "He's in the DUCC." 
 
    Hank blinked. "The duck?" 
 
    Webb nodded. "The Deep Underground Command Center." 
 
    They sat back in their seats and listened as the President explained that Congress was streaming in from all over the country. The grid failure had hit during a congressional recess, so only a handful of representatives and senators were present in Washington itself when the evacuation order was announced. 
 
    Hank leaned closer to National Security Advisor Webb again. "So where is the DUCC?" 
 
    She glanced at him with an irritated look. "It's about 800 feet below the Pentagon." 
 
    Hank shook his head. "What?” he scoffed. “That's impossible." A few others looked at him in irritation for talking, and he lifted a hand in apology. 
 
    "Oh, you're right, it's not possible,” Webb murmured. “That was what the official finding was back in the 60s—they tried to build it back then. It's the Area 51 of the East Coast. There's a big tunnel underneath the Potomac, and extremely fast elevators dropped the President straight out of the White House. He took a car all the way under the Potomac to the DUCC underneath the Pentagon." 
 
    "That's unbelievable," Hank breathed. “I had no idea.” 
 
    "So unbelievable,” she continued, “the public never believed that we could do it.” She put a hand over her chest. "I didn't have anything to do with it—this has all been around for at least a generation. President Brandin is the first to ever make use of it." 
 
    Hank sat back. "I never knew.” He looked around the impressive, utilitarian conference room. “I never knew about this place either, so I guess I shouldn't be surprised." 
 
    She nodded, scribbling notes on a piece of paper based on the conversation the President was having with the senator from Minnesota. "Don't feel bad," she muttered out of the corner of her mouth. "Less than 15 people know about all these places, and usually half of them only need to know when a disaster hits." She stopped writing and looked at him. "Continuity of government plans are like onions—there are layers upon layers upon layers, and the deeper you go, the fewer people know." She glanced at the envelope on the desk in front of him. “You haven’t opened yours? You should set up the iPad. It’s got everything you need to know. Keep it with you at all times. It’s tied into the local network here, too.” 
 
    Hank opened the envelope and pulled out the sleek little tablet while the President checked in with a few other lesser-known Congress critters across the table. He looked down at the glowing screen in his hand. It had a picture of him and his name and credentials. Director, FBI was written in bold font under his official FBI headshot. It prompted him to place his thumb on the illuminated box on the screen. He did, and it flashed green and faded to a welcome screen, with the official Raven Rock Mountain Complex logo set as the background. 
 
    An icon in the middle of the home screen was labeled Start Here, so he tapped it. While the app loaded, he glanced around the room at all the scared looks on so many faces. It was going to be a long meeting. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    Santa Fe, New Mexico 
 
      
 
    Isabel ran as fast as she could through the sand and dust. Her feet constantly lost traction on the slippery, wet rocks alongside the Santa Fe River. Cassie fell behind her with a clatter, a curse, and a splash.  
 
    "Don't stop!" she yelled when Isabel slowed to turn. She had to give the hippie credit. The woman knew how to push through when the chips were down. 
 
    So, the two of them ran. They ran for safety, they ran to put space between them and the people ransacking the safe house, they ran for their lives. They ran. 
 
    Isabel's breath came in ragged, painful bursts as she stumbled and slipped along the creek, moving as fast as she could while maintaining her balance. Cassie trudged along behind her, constantly urging her to go faster, ever forward. 
 
    Isabel finally found a nice rhythm, rushing forward, feeling out the rocks as she went, keeping her hands out for balance. The murky smoke and sand that swirled around them obscured most of her vision, but she could see just far enough to maintain a steady pace—even if it wasn't as fast as she wanted to go. 
 
    Isabel allowed her thoughts to slide back toward the Inquisitor when her foot landed on an uneven rock that was far too slippery for her to maintain traction. Her knee bent at an awkward angle, and she cried out in pain before the world spun around her, and she landed with a bone-jarring thud on a hundred different oddly shaped rocks. Each one smacked into her muscles and bones with a jolt of pain.  
 
    Her breath momentarily knocked from her body, Isabel opened her mouth in a silent scream of agony. Water splashed up over her face, instantly turning the dust that stubbornly clung to her goggles and mask into a pasty mud. With shaking arms, Isabel hauled herself to her hands and knees and tried to clear her vision.  
 
    "I can't see," she groaned once she could breathe again. Her probing fingers did nothing but smear mud across her goggles. Instead of seeing a faint, light yellow dust swirl through the air, she saw dark, brown globs cover everything. "I can't see," she pleaded. 
 
    Unsteady footsteps clambering across the wet rocks announced Cassie’s arrival. "It's okay, I'm here. Take my hand," she said as she placed a wet, trembling hand in Isabel's. "There we go. Are you okay?" she asked, gently squeezing Isabel's bruised fingers. 
 
    Isabel swallowed and nodded. "I…I think so…owww," she groaned as she shifted her leg and tried to stand. 
 
    "Whew, that looks bad…I think maybe you broke your ankle…" 
 
    "No…no, please no…" Isabel muttered as she bent down and blindly probed her injured leg with muddy, trembling fingers. She cursed. "I can't see anything!" 
 
    On a whim, Isabel straightened and ignored the pain in her back long enough to rip the goggles from her face. 
 
    "No! The sand will get in your eyes!" Cassie pleaded. But it was too late. 
 
    Isabel kept her eyes shut and prepared herself for the stinging sensation of the sand hitting her eyeballs, but when she opened them, nothing happened. The air was noticeably dryer, and definitely misty with dust, but it was a cloyingly thick dust, like walking into an especially dirty room while someone cleaned, rather than the sandblaster effect at the height of the storm.  
 
    Isabel blinked, adjusting to the wide world that opened up without goggles. "It's okay," she said with a shaky smile. She looked at Cassie. "It's okay! We don't need goggles. I think the storm is ending…" 
 
    Cassie immediately took her goggles off and blinked like an owl in sunlight. "Thank the gods…" she breathed. 
 
    Isabel frowned at Cassie, then looked down at her already swollen ankle. "Oh no…" she hissed as she tried to flex the injured leg. "Cassie…I can't run…" 
 
    “Is it broken?” Cassie asked. 
 
    Isabel shook her head. “I don’t think so…it hurts like nothing I’ve ever felt, but…I don’t think it’s broken. I don’t think I’d be able to touch it if it were broken, right?” 
 
    Grim determination settled on Cassie's face. "Then we’ll walk." She hooked her arm and held it out for Isabel. “Or…I’ll walk and you’ll limp.” 
 
    Arm in arm, the two of them walked/limped along the riverbed, continuing their flight north, away from the safe house. At one point, Isabel paused to rest her ankle and glanced back toward what was left of the safe house.  
 
    The roof was engulfed in flames and had partially collapsed. An eerie glow illuminated the trees on the far side of the river, back where they’d first crossed Canyon Road. Isabel's mouth pressed tightly into a line. "House’s on fire," she observed. “I can’t see it, but look at the smoke. It’s got to be the safe house. It’s so close…” 
 
    "I hope the Inquisitor is okay…" Cassie said sadly. 
 
    Isabel scoffed. “If there's anybody in this mess that's going to come out okay, I have a feeling it's going to be him. Although he might be a little miffed that his suits keep getting dirty." 
 
    Cassie tried to hide a laugh behind one grubby hand, but still snorted. "Oh, that's not nice," she said, chidingly. 
 
    Isabel cracked a grin. "It isn't, is it?" She stopped, resting most of her weight on her good leg and Cassie, and stared back the way they'd come. "Is it me, or have we not gone as far as it feels like we've come?" 
 
    Cassie put her hands on her hips and shook her head. "You're right. It feels like we’ve run a marathon…all these slippery rocks take forever to walk on, and it's slowing us down. A lot." 
 
    "I guess it doesn't matter…we’re going to have to keep moving or find shelter soon. The storm is letting up, and anybody that pokes their head over the edge of the road is going to see us." 
 
    "There's some dense bushes up there on the far side of the river. We just have to go a little further up, then maybe we can get across and hide?" Cassie suggested, pointing ahead about 20 yards. 
 
    The distance, what Isabel could have covered in mere seconds on flat level ground—uninjured—looked like several miles. She clenched her jaw. "Let's get to it, then." 
 
    They'd only gone a handful of steps when the commotion around the safe house behind them grew louder. Much louder. 
 
    "Go check again!" someone shouted over the din of people looting the burning building. 
 
    Isabel turned to Cassie. "Faster…we have to go faster!" 
 
    They scrambled forward, and Isabel let Cassie take the lead. It was all she could do to keep from crying out in agony with every step. She looked down. "One foot in front of the other—you can do this," she muttered through clenched teeth. With each painful step, the gap closed between her and the perceived safety of the bushy outcrop. But it wasn’t closing fast enough. 
 
    Cassie pulled ahead and was almost to the point where she could cross to the bushes when a shout from above made Isabel's blood run cold. She froze. 
 
    "Hey! What have I got here?" a rough voice said further up the riverbed.  
 
    Cassie froze, one foot ankle deep in the water, and looked back at Isabel. they were trapped. 
 
    "Go!" Isabel yelled. "Run!" 
 
    But Cassie wasn't nearly agile enough at navigating the crossing. She was halfway across the river when the man who’d called out from the road scrambled down the bank and caught her. In one vicious move he yanked her off her feet and flung her to the rocky riverbank on Isabel’s side of the river.  
 
    Cassie landed in a spray of water and rocks with a cry of pain. The man, satisfied at least one of the women wasn't going anywhere, turned his attention to Isabel. He walked forward, slipped twice on the rocks, and cursed as he caught himself.  
 
    "You two made it a lot harder than necessary to find you. I'm wondering…why did you go and do that?" 
 
    Isabel noticed the telltale blue swirl tattoo on the man's cheek as he drew closer. Any hope she had of talking her way out of the situation vanished like the lifting storm. "You don't need to do this," she said in a shaky voice. 
 
    "Actually," he said with a laugh, "I do. See, I'm on team Nico…if I don't come back with you, he'll probably put a bullet in my head." 
 
    "Sounds like a terrible boss to work for," Cassie said as she struggled to extract herself from the mucky riverbank. 
 
    The man stepped closer to Isabel. "Oh, he ain’t so bad…once you figure out how to work with him. You do what he says, and if you do it right you get lots of rewards." He stared at Isabel and licked his lips. He took another step. 
 
    Isabel tried to take a step back, but winced as her injured ankle brushed a rock. She almost lost her balance, and would've fallen over had the man not rushed forward the last few steps and caught her arm. 
 
    "Well, what we have here? A damsel in distress." He looked her up and down, undressing her with his eyes. "I see why Nico wants you so bad." 
 
    "You leave her alone!" Cassie roared as she flung herself at the man. Startled, he let go of Isabel and turned to face the onslaught, but it was too late. Cassie slammed into him head-first and the two of them tumbled back into the river with a splash and plenty of curses. 
 
    Suddenly thrown off balance, Isabel cried out in pain and fell on her side. 
 
    From the rocks, Isabel watched Cassie fight like a wild animal, clawing, scratching, and biting any piece of exposed flesh she could get her hands or teeth on. The man, shocked into submission at first, lay on his back as the water lapped over his face and tried to fend off the furious onslaught. 
 
    For one brief, fleeting moment as Isabel raised herself up on her elbows, she thought Cassie had a chance of defeating the man. The look of terror on his face as she came at him again and again was enough to put a hesitant smile on Isabel's face.  
 
    Then his surprise wore off, and a fury that sent a chill down Isabel’s spine gripped the man. Cassie raked his face one more time with her claw-like hand, then his own heavy fist flew up out of the water with a splash and connected to the side of her jaw.  
 
    Isabel heard Cassie's teeth click together as her head jerked to the left, eyes opened wide in surprise. The man followed it up with his left hand surging out of the water like a predatory fish and clamped his thick fingers around Cassie's skinny neck. With a roar of triumph, he rolled over, throwing Cassie into the river, and putting his body weight on top of her. Cassie's bloodied hands flopped in the swift moving shallow water, but she was unable to lift her face above the surface. 
 
    The man growled unintelligible nonsense as he leaned over her and put the full force of his upper body directly on Cassie's chest and neck. He straddled her with his legs to keep her from bucking him off and snarled in pleasure as he held her face under the water. 
 
    “How you like that, huh?” 
 
    Isabel had only seconds to act. She grabbed the biggest rock she could get her blood-slick, muddy hands around, and hauled herself to her feet. The man completely ignored her, his focus solely on drowning Cassie. Her arms and legs continued to flail, but Isabel noticed worryingly, she wasn't fighting back as much. Her time was almost up. 
 
    Thinking only of rescuing Cassie, Isabel lunged forward and ignored the sharp, tearing pain that emanated from her damaged ankle. She raised the smooth football-sized rock overhead with both hands and let momentum carry her forward. As gravity took her in its embrace and pulled her body down toward the man, Isabel arched her back and whipped her arms forward. 
 
    The heavy rock sang as it sailed through the air and flung mud in an arc over Isabel's head. She brought her arms down and contracted her abs to add strength to the blow.  
 
    When the rock collided with the back of the man's head, the shockwave sent a fresh bolt of pain up both of Isabel's arms. She cried out, unable to stop herself, and slammed into the man's body. Both of them tumbled into the river with a splash, but only Isabel lifted her head above the water.  
 
    Cassie sat up sputtering, her eyes wide open and bloodshot, as she coughed and spat water from her mouth. Next to Isabel, the man gave a mighty twitch and lay still. The water around Cassie turned a sickly wine red as blood leaked from the back of the man's caved in skull. 
 
    Isabel looked down at her muddy, bloodied hands and threw up. That did nothing to help the look of the water. 
 
    "What have I done?" she gasped as she felt the bile rise in her throat again. 
 
    Cassie took a shuddering breath and climbed to her feet, water streaming from her body. "You saved my life, that's what you did," she said in a ragged voice. She reached down with one slick hand and pulled Isabel to her feet. "You killed the…animal…that probably would've killed me…" 
 
    Isabel looked at the body resting in the water at her feet. The man's arm hung limp and moved as the water caressed it. Blood streamed out from his head and stained the creek and continued to move downstream. 
 
    Isabel shuddered. “What are we going to do?" 
 
    Cassie looked down at Isabel's muddy, drenched body. "First of all, we've got to get out of this river…come on," Cassie said as she held Isabel's hand and helped her navigate the river to the far side. "We've got to hide." 
 
    "What for? Why?" Isabel said as she stood on the far bank and stared at the dead body in the middle of the river. "I killed a man…I killed him…" 
 
    "Yes, I saw…I was there," Cassie reminded her. "But we've got to get out of here because all his blood is rushing downstream. Anybody that looks in the water back at the safe house is going to see the blood and wonder what happened. If he found his way up here, others will too. Please, come on," Cassie said, tears in her eyes. 
 
    Isabel let Cassie pulled her further up the bank and into the thick bramble bushes on the outcrop. Inside the tangled mess of bushes, they found a hollow where a tree had fallen many years earlier and left a shallow bowl. 
 
    Isabel flopped into the little bowl of dirt and leaves, exhausted. Cassie took a look around to make sure they left no tracks, then settled in next to Isabel and suppressed a shiver. "Stay close," Cassie begged her. "I'm freezing." 
 
    "I don't feel anything," Isabel muttered as she stared up through the branches and leaves toward the tiny patch of blue-gray sky above. Just like the first storm, the second storm had ended, and moved on with alacrity. The sky didn't have the bright blue sheen it had in between the storms the first time, though. "It’ll be dark soon…the sun’s setting." 
 
    Cassie put a hand over Isabel's mouth. It tasted like dirt and wet leaves. "Sssh," she hissed. "Somebody's coming." 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    Village Defense Force Headquarters 
 
    Valley Village Retirement Community 
 
    Santa Fe, New Mexico 
 
      
 
    Becca was still sitting at the radio, scanning through the frequencies for probably the tenth time, when suddenly the static chirped and whistled instead of its usual pop and squeal. Her hand froze over the frequency adjustment knob.  
 
    She hadn’t heard a voice, but something was different enough to snap her to full alert. The daydream she'd had of setting up a communications network with other groups of survivors disappeared as she focused all her attention on the sounds coming through the headphones.  
 
    She glanced to her right, but Rondell couldn’t hear because he wasn’t wearing headphones like her. He was busy packing boxes of supplies and pulling equipment off racks mounted to the walls. So far, he'd shipped out six boxes of radio gear. He had a stack of cardboard boxes, shipping containers, and OEM containers waiting for the rest of the equipment. 
 
    Becca narrowed her eyes at the dial and watched as the little digital display—Rondell had called it a waterfall display—showed a continuous stream of static. Then, corresponding with a slight tickle she felt in her ear, she saw a little spike on the waterfall meter. Becca closed her eyes and cocked her head, listening.  
 
    She gently nudged the dial to the left one click. The signal grew stronger. She turned the dial to the right two clicks. The signal grew weaker. Quickly, she turned the dial back to the left two clicks. The signal returned. A steady, warbling that sounded different from the normal background static. 
 
    She didn't want to bother Rondell yet, but her heart rate picked up, and her hands suddenly felt clammy. It was the first change she'd noticed in hours. The only question was whether it was natural, or if somebody was trying to broadcast. 
 
    Becca swallowed and adjusted the frequency one more click. Instead of warbling static and pops and hisses, she caught a word. "… here…" 
 
    Her eyes snapped open. She grabbed the pencil and immediately wrote down what information she could. The date, time, frequency, what she noticed, what she heard, and how strong the signal was. Then she turned to Rondell and pulled her headphones off. "I think I got something." 
 
    He stopped and turned, his hands tangled with a mess of wires and cables. "What is it?" 
 
    "I heard somebody say something. I heard them say ‘here.’ It wasn’t crystal clear, but it was definitely a word." 
 
    "Anything else?" 
 
    "Not yet…" She turned away from him and focused on the radio again. Holding one headphone up to her right ear she shook her head. “Nothing but static.” She reached out and adjusted the frequency, but the background static changed to normal when she did so, so she moved it back. "It's definitely on this frequency…whatever it is, when I tried shifting up or down, it faded." 
 
    "Did you write it down?" Rondell asked as he went back to coiling cables. 
 
    "Yup, got it right here." 
 
    "Is it one of the ones on that list of emergency comms networks I gave you?" 
 
    "I’m checking now…" she said as she put the headphones on and scanned through the list. At the very bottom, second to last, the frequency matched. She poked the piece of paper with her finger. Tearing off the headphones, she grinned. "Got it! It's this one down here! This paper says it's coming from…Taos? Is that right?" 
 
    Rondell dropped the bundled wires into a fresh box and walked over to her. "Let's see what you’ve got. He unplugged her headset, and the two last two speakers remaining on the desk came to life. Static warbled and hissed over the little computer speakers.  
 
    "See?" Becca said as she pointed at the speakers. "Normally, on every other frequency, it's just a constant hiss, with a few pops. But this is kind of like…" 
 
    "It's an electronic signature. Somebody's definitely got a rig out there. They just aren't pushing the transmit button at the moment. Could be a repeater." 
 
    "You can tell that just from…static?" 
 
    "When you’ve been playing with these things as long as I have, you pick up a few tricks." He sat down and fiddled with some knobs on the front of the radio without bothering to explain what he was doing. "Let's see if this brings it in any clearer…I'm going to run it through the computer and see if we can get a digital frequency." 
 
    After an electronic squeal, the background hiss softened to a dull roar, and the individual pops, clicks, and warbles came through much clearer than they had before. Rondell opened his mouth to say something, but the speakers beat him to it. 
 
    "Okay, here we go again…I've been doing this for a while now, so y'all just have to bear with me if you've heard this and can't reply." 
 
    Becca and Rondell stared at each other, eyes and mouths open wide. "You did it!" they said at the same time. 
 
    Rondell laughed. "You’re the one who heard it first." He held up his hand to stop her from speaking. 
 
    "I know this is the frequency for the Taos Prepper Group, but I’m hijacking it. I’m in Santa Fe. Everyone needs to take cover. Something weird is going on and it ain't good. A buddy of mine works with the state police. He's hunkered down in the Roundhouse, along with just about every other cop in the city they can find.” 
 
    “What’s the Roundhouse?” Becca asked quickly. 
 
    “State capitol building…that’s what we call it,” Rondell muttered. “Now, hush so we can listen…”  
 
    “…politicians got real nervous when the lights went out,” the man on the radio continued, “so they pulled in some favors and brought everybody—and their families—to the capitol building. Gotta protect the government district, right? Because without the government, no one will survive, right?" 
 
    "That explains why we haven't seen any cops and confirms what the other guy said," Becca suggested. 
 
    Rondell nodded, his face a mask of concern as he focused on listening. 
 
    "What we got here is a crisis, folks. You can imagine pullin’ all the cops off the streets didn’t go over well with most people. Now that they got lunatics with guns walking around shooting at everybody, things are slippin’ downhill quick.” 
 
    Rondell grunted. "That meshes with what we heard, too." 
 
    "My buddy told me there’s a mob—they’ve surrounded the capitol building, demanding that they be let in. I’m with them—I'd be demanding that the cops do something about these gangsters out there shootin’ at folks, too. I don't understand it myself. All I know is the government is up to something. If you've ever prepared for things, you know what I'm talking about. They’d like nothing more than to catch you unawares. That's why you not gonna hear me giving out my location or my coordinates or anything like that. This here’s Free Radio America! We should all embrace the suck and learn to fend for ourselves. The government ain't gonna be there to help us with handouts any longer." 
 
    Rondell sighed and stood up. "Well…that settles it. This guy is a nut job." He shook his head. "I'm embarrassed to see that he's on the same network as we are." 
 
    "But it sounds like he knows what he's talking about, like he was prepared for this." 
 
    "I was prepared, too," Rondell said, with a little heat in his voice. "But you don't hear me talking about how this is the government’s fault, or how people in suits will come knocking on my door to arrest me in the middle of the night. This guy is a conspiracy theorist," he said as he flipped his hand nonchalantly. "May as well keep listening, because he seems to be the only one broadcasting. You might pick up a few kernels of truth in there. But be careful and don't take what he says to heart." 
 
    Becca nodded solemnly. "It's just nice to hear someone's voice, isn’t it?" 
 
    Rondell smiled sadly. "It is. I just wish his wasn't the first one that popped through the atmosphere." He shook his head, mumbled to himself, and went back to packing boxes. 
 
    Becca put the headphones back on her ears and tuned in to Free Radio America once more. 
 
    "…told him, I've been telling him for years! The government is engineering something. I'm telling you, this is a false flag operation! I can see it now…they’re all gathering on the other side of the cathedral.” 
 
    Becca blinked. “What cathedral?” she muttered as she took a note.  
 
    “…you mean to tell me that power can go out across the entire country like that because of one big explosion at some power plant down in Arizona? I'm throwin’ a flag on that play." 
 
    Becca snorted. Rondell glanced over his shoulder but didn't stop working. 
 
    "Folks are scared,” the man continued his rant. “Lights are out, ain’t no more trucks delivering food to stores and such. It's gonna be a free-for-all any day now. We’re only nine meals from anarchy…did you know that? At least that's what I heard.” 
 
    Becca made a note of that, too.  
 
    “And after seeing people fighting over scraps at the gas station down the street yesterday, I'm willing to bet it's gonna get a heck of a lot worse before it gets better. Can you imagine what it's like in Los Angeles right now? Or New York?" The man whistled. "Those places went dark just like everybody else, but it’s worse for them, because they could see what was comin’. Everything just happened us…" 
 
    Becca scribbled on the notepad, furiously trying to catch the gist of what the man was saying, but he hardly paused to take a breath. “Slow down,” she muttered. 
 
    "I bet some of these big cities look like war zones right about now.” After a brief pause, he came back on the air. "I doubt anybody's listening to me,” he said with a heartfelt sigh, “but if you are—” 
 
    “I am," Becca muttered. "Don't stop…keep talking…" 
 
    "You need to get yourself squared away,” the man said, obliging her. “Get your supplies ready, hunker down, and prepare to defend yourself without hesitation, because when the Golden Horde comes pouring out of every city in this country, they’re gonna strip the land bare like a plague of locusts, and you can take that to the bank.” 
 
    “What?” Becca asked, staring at the radio. Locusts? Plagues? 
 
    The man didn’t give her a chance to think before he continued. “Now you gotta figure out what you want to do. Are you gonna bug in? Are you gonna bug out? Myself, I'm hunkered down, I ain't going nowhere. No sir, I got a choice spot here in the city and ain’t nobody knows where I am, but I can watch over everyone. Yeah, I see you down there, runnin’ scared. The storm’s lifting and I can see a lot further than I could before. Looks like there’s a couple art galleries on fire, too.” 
 
    Becca scribbled high up, looking down, art gallery fires, storm lifting.  
 
    “It'll be a very determined person that makes it to my front door. My scope’s dialed in, and I got clear lines of sight all the way around my location. You'll see a pile of bodies before you see me." 
 
    Rebecca shot Rondell a nervous glance, then adjusted the headphones on her ears. Maybe he was right. Maybe she shouldn't take what the guy on the radio said seriously. 
 
    "Get yourself an emergency backpack, too,” the advice continued. “So’s you can bug out—we call them go bags—as soon as you need to. Don’t think, just grab the bag and go. As things get really bad, and the Golden horde comes rushing down your driveway, you ain’t gonna have much of a choice. Unless you got your own army, you’re not going to be able to hold off ten, a hundred, a thousand, ten thousand people…” 
 
    Becca swallowed, her hand beginning to cramp as she wrote.  
 
    “They’ll run right over you, man, like a wave at the beach. Best thing you can do is hide your stuff and head for the hills. I recommend caches…go bury your important stuff out in your yard somewhere before it’s too late. If you’re listenin’ to me right now and you haven't started this already, you're probably out of luck. Sorry compadre. We won’t be able to do much out there until the storm passes, and by then it’ll be too late because they'll be coming…mark my words, y’all. They'll be coming." 
 
    The man finally stopped talking. Becca looked up from her notes. "Rondell, what's the Golden Horde?" 
 
    He froze, then looked at her. "Did he say anything specific?" 
 
    "No, he just finished ranting about what to do when the Golden Horde gets close…how to bury your supplies and have a go bag ready and how to bug in or bug out…" She shook her head. "I don't know what any of this stuff means, but I'm trying to write it all down." 
 
    Rondell nodded thoughtfully. "Okay, well, keep listening…" 
 
    Rebecca shrugged. "He's gone quiet…I don't hear anything…he said something about digging a cache, then…nothing. You think he's okay?" 
 
    Rondell shrugged. "Guys like that tend to make enemies. Maybe somebody got to him? Who knows? It could have been a simple question of the atmosphere not lining up right, or maybe he lost power in one of his rigs…I don't know. Make a note of the time he stopped broadcasting, and we’ll see if we can pick it up again in a while. In the meantime, come on over here and help me carry this box of books. We gotta get it over to the door." 
 
    Rebecca unplugged the headphones, turned on the speakers, and left the desk. The man on the radio may have been stark raving mad, but he left her with a lot to ponder. 
 
    “So where do you think he is?” she asked as they picked up the books. “He said all kinds of weird things that I think could have been clues.” 
 
    Rondell grunted as he hefted his end of the heavy box. “Like what?” 
 
    They struggled in silence to move the books across the room. When they put the box on the floor, Becca continued. “Well, he talked about seeing people gather near a cathedral. Then he said he was looking down on people and could see across town a lot more than normal. Oh — he also said the storm was lifting and he could see some fires on Canyon Road. He said there were art galleries on fire. I didn’t know there were that many art galleries here?” 
 
    Rondell wiped sweat from his face. “Canyon Road has a lot of art galleries. Sounds like he’s in a tall building. The cathedral has got to be St. Francis of Assisi. Only one I know of in Santa Fe. And for him to see Canyon Road and the cathedral and look down on people…” Rondell snapped his fingers. “He’s got to be in the Drury Hotel. It matches all those clues.” 
 
    No sooner had they deduced the broadcaster’s location than Chuck, the old man that always wore wraparound sunglasses, burst into the doorway. "Rondell? What's your ETA?" 
 
    Rondell stretched his back and dusted his hands off on his pants. "Well, I think I'm about 80% there. I probably need a couple more hours to get all the way." 
 
    "You got 30 minutes. Deckert just upped the timetable. We got trouble coming down the road, and he wants you out of this building and in the Rec Center…pronto." 
 
    "But—” Rondell started. 
 
    "No buts, man. We gotta move. We’re going to be fighting before long. Get your wife to help—most of the infirmary's already been transferred. You, too," he said as he pointed at Becca. "This is all hands on deck time, people." 
 
    "But what if—” began Becca. 
 
    "No what-ifs, either,” Chuck snapped. “We’re not leaving anybody behind, and we’re not going to have time to hold anyone's hand. If push comes to shove, we’ll have to leave gear behind." 
 
    "I’m not leaving my equipment behind," Rondell said in a low voice. 
 
    Chuck grinned. "I was hoping you'd say that. Get to work!" he said as he slapped the doorframe and disappeared into the chaos of the hallway. 
 
    Rondell looked at Becca, his eyes wide. "Okay… I guess we need to pack up the HAM rig now." 
 
    Becca nodded. "What about listening to—” 
 
    Rondell shook his head. “He can wait. We can set you up in the Rec Center with the shortwave, now that we know this guy’s local and on what frequency. We don’t need the HF to catch his signal.” 
 
    “Okay,” Becca said. “What you need me to do?" 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    Valley Village Retirement Community 
 
    Santa Fe, New Mexico 
 
      
 
    Riley settled back on his heels and leaned against the house next to the target. "Okay, this looks like a good spot." 
 
    Behind him, Otto stacked up next to the wall and kept his rifle trained on the house. "Sounds good. When do you want to hit them?" 
 
    "Have you seen any movement?" 
 
    "Not yet. But from the side of the house, there's only the one window. We’re going in blind." 
 
    "I don't want to go through the back door," Riley said. 
 
    "Why? They're bound to be looking for us at the front door. We could surprise ‘em—” 
 
    "Because it's a patio door, Otto. That's a lot of glass for us to get cut on—and be seen through.” 
 
    "But…you didn't want to walk into an ambush," Otto argued. "How about this? Let me set up shop in the back—I'll blast open all that glass and create a distraction. Give it a couple seconds, then you hit the front door. It should be enough, at least for anyone inside to be looking the wrong direction." 
 
    Riley nodded. His heart raced, and his hands were slick inside his gloves. It wasn't the best solution—he preferred to be doing the assault with his full team, and Chuck and a few others as well—but it was all he had. He nodded. "Okay. Let's do it. Get into position—you got a watch?" 
 
    "Does the Pope wear a funny little hat?" Otto snapped. "’Course I got a watch." 
 
    "Then set your time." 
 
    Riley pulled his sweatshirt back to reveal his own watch. "Ready?" 
 
    "Yep." 
 
    "Set," Riley said as he pushed the button on his watch. 
 
    "Set," Otto confirmed. 
 
    "Okay. Five minutes—go." 
 
    "Five minutes, Roger that." Otto stood and moved off to the right, quickly disappearing into the weakening storm. Riley shuffled forward, then ran across the side yard. He slowed down to avoid slamming into the wall and creating a noise on the inside, then pressed himself tight against the rough, stucco surface.  
 
    The north side of the house hadn't had nearly as much sand piled up as the west. He hoped Otto’s distraction would work—anyone inside probably wasn't expecting an attack from that direction.  
 
    Some of the sand drifts looked like they were at least three or four feet deep. Only an idiot would charge from the west through all that. Riley turned and stared off into the storm. Otto was out there somewhere. Maybe his idea wasn't as stupid as it first sounded. 
 
    Clearing his mind, Riley adjusted his grip on his grandfather’s rifle and moved toward the front corner of the house. He took a quick check and found a body on the front porch. Blood pooled like a dark shadow and leaked over the front steps. A pistol lay in the sand near the man's outstretched arm.  
 
    Other than the body, Riley didn't see anything else of note. The porch was empty, except for a massive pile of dust on the far side. It wasn't a natural drift, though. Riley narrowed his eyes. Someone had swept the porch clean and piled it up.  
 
    A window next to the front door was dark, but Riley could just barely make out the interior of the house. He didn't see any lights or movement—that was good—so Riley crept up onto the porch and moved to the far side of the door into the corner. Even if somebody stood at the window, they wouldn't see him. He tucked the Garand up close to his chest and tried to calm his breathing. A quick look at his watch told him he still had a couple of minutes left. 
 
    They were the longest two and a half minutes of Riley's young life. Fiona floated into his mind again. He’d promised to come back to her. Riley closed his eyes and clenched his jaw. He couldn't afford to think of anything but the mission. When he opened his eyes, his mind was blessedly clear. Another look at his watch. One minute left. 
 
    Riley swallowed, desperate for a drink of water. But he couldn't think about that, either. 30 seconds. He hoped the door was unlocked as he got into position to kick the front door open. Out of the corner of his eye, he watched the window. If he saw the slightest movement, he’d turn and fire blindly into the window.  
 
    Three…two…one. 
 
    Right on time, with the vibration of the alarm on his wrist, gunshots crackled in the distance. Even through the house and over the noise of the storm, Riley heard the shattering crash of the back patio doors. Muffled shouts inside — there was more than one person — made fresh sweat break out on Riley's face under his mask. What was he about to walk into? 
 
    Riley counted to ten, then lifted his foot and prepared to kick the door in. At the last second, he stopped, reached out with one hand and turned the knob slowly so as not to make much noise. The door opened. 
 
    Riley opened the door quietly and slipped inside the darkened house. He heard two distinct voices shouting from somewhere on the other side of the dwelling. Whatever damage Otto had done, it had certainly gotten the attention of the people inside. 
 
    Riley swept his rifle across the front of the small house, the foyer, and two front rooms on opposite sides of the front door. Both were stacked with what looked like loot and empty of people. Counting his blessings, Riley moved down the short hallway and came upon a small kitchen.  
 
    A woman stood facing the back door, a big revolver in each hand. In front of her, peering out the ruined glass patio doors, a large man with an AR-15 stared out into the storm.  
 
    Wind blew dust straight into their faces. He used one hand to shield his face. "Somebody's out there! I can see them!" He aimed his rifle out the shattered patio door and fired four shots. "Take that!” he hollered. "Go find another place—this is ours!" 
 
    Riley shifted his eyes away from the shooter, to the far side of the living room, and saw a second man in position on the other side of the porch door. He laughed and mumbled something encouraging to the shooter, then turned and spotted Riley. 
 
    Riley's rifle was already moving to target, and he squeezed the trigger as soon as the iron sights lined up. The rifle kicked. The man across the room smashed into the wall with a grunt, and dropped to the ground. The AR had been loud, but its sharp report was no comparison to the big .30-06 M1 firing in a confined space. 
 
    The woman screamed and dropped to the ground in a flurry of hair and curses. The shooter ducked to the right immediately and dropped out of sight, so Riley pivoted around the corner and vanished into the front parlor. 
 
    It only took them a few seconds to recover, and bullets began streaming his way, punching holes through the dividing wall behind which he hid. Several passed right out the open front door, punching holes in the storm. 
 
    "They got in behind us!" the woman yelled from the kitchen.  
 
    “Really?” the man yelled. "I hadn't noticed! Kill him!" he ordered. "I'll deal with the yahoo out in the backyard!" 
 
    Riley began to sweat. Shooting armed looters was one thing. Killing a woman was quite another. Even if she was armed. 
 
    "This here's our house!" she hollered. "Whoever you are, this is your last chance to get out with your life. We claimed it fair and square." 
 
    "You don't live here," Riley yelled back.  
 
    "Hey, the rules have changed." She laughed. "Hell, there ain't no rules anymore! Other than finders keepers. Now get out of here before I pump your gut full of lead!" 
 
    Something that she said stuck in Riley's mind. The rules had changed. Gone were the times where people avoided violence and confrontation just because they were members of polite society. Gone were the days where someone could pick up the phone and call the cops—who’d show up in a matter of minutes—and take care of one’s problems.  
 
    The world had very much descended into an every-man-for-himself situation. The rules had indeed changed. 
 
    A dead calm settled over Riley. The rules had changed. He didn't need to worry about the gender of the person shooting at him. Armed looters broke into a house that didn't belong to them and stole supplies that belonged to the entire community. Riley gripped his rifle. It didn't matter that she wasn't a man. She had threatened to kill him. She had promised to kill him. 
 
    The rules of the world fell apart and crumbled away, blown off into the distance with the dust storm. "I'll give you one chance to leave!" he yelled. 
 
    The woman scoffed. Her only response was another gunshot. A bullet hole appeared in the wall six inches from Riley's head. She had no idea where he stood, but her guess had been too close. 
 
    "Okay, I guess you want to do it the hard way…" she said. Riley heard her feet crunch on broken glass and debris in the kitchen. One step at a time, she came closer. 
 
    Riley eased himself down to the floor and squatted, his back against the wall. He was only going to get one shot. He checked the M1. It was ready. He was ready. He didn't want to do it. He would've happily done anything else, but the woman had forced his hand. He closed his eyes for a second as he listened to another cautious footstep.  
 
    "The rules have changed…" he whispered to himself. When he opened his eyes, he saw Fiona before him. He promised her he'd come back. The only thing standing between that promise being fulfilled or broken was the woman who'd threatened to kill him. Riley set his mouth in a grim line. 
 
    He took one last breath, then grabbed a book that had been knocked to the floor in the scuffle. He flung it across the hallway and it smacked against the wall. The woman fired—she was close—he actually saw the flash from the pistols in her hands as she shot the wall where the book had hit.  
 
    He swung around the corner, the rifle leading the way, and aimed at her midsection. One pull of the trigger and she crumpled in the hallway. One of her guns fell and clattered against the floor. The other she gripped in her hand as she curled into the fetal position, screaming in agony.  
 
    When she looked up at him, her eyes, red rimmed and bloodshot, held nothing but fear and hatred. "Screw you!" she screamed in an animalistic rage as she raised her remaining firearm. Riley had been ready, though, and squeezed the trigger again. The spray of blood that exited the back of her skull would haunt him for the rest of his life, but the threat was over. She slumped to the ground without having fired another shot. 
 
    "Reba!" the last looter yelled as he stumbled over the ruined patio doors. He tripped on a jagged piece of glass and fell to the ground, crying in rage and grief. "You killed her!" he yelled. "You killed—” 
 
    The man never got to finish his statement before three blossoms of red appeared on his chest. He staggered forward, dropped his rifle, and made it halfway through the kitchen before he fell face first onto the ground, his arm outstretched, his fingertips touching Reba's boot. With a sigh and a bloodied gurgle, he died. 
 
    Riley kept his rifle aimed at the patio door until Otto stepped through the wind and sand and raised one hand. "How you doing?" he called cheerfully. 
 
    Riley lowered his weapon and exhaled. He looked down at the two bodies at his feet. "That could have gone better." 
 
    Otto pulled the bandanna from his mouth and smiled at him as he lifted his goggles. "Yeah, but it could have gone a whole heck of a lot worse. I'm parched. I’m gonna see if I can find something to drink. You hungry?" he called as he stepped into the kitchen and rustled through the open boxes and supplies spread out over the disaster area. 
 
    Riley shook his head, stepped back out onto the front porch, and threw up. 
 
    He walked back inside and wiped his mouth with the back of his coat.  
 
    "Yep, you are an odd one, lieutenant," Otto called cheerfully. 
 
    By the time Riley shut the front door and stepped into the kitchen, Otto already had two peanut butter sandwiches made. He put one on a plate and handed it to Riley. "Hope you like peanut butter. They got a lot of it. And bread that’s still good.” He lifted up the package and took a deep breath. "I never thought I'd smell this again." 
 
    Riley looked at the bodies. "How can you be so nonchalant…? We just killed three people…" 
 
    Otto turned and pointed a peanut butter covered knife at him. "Correction, we put down three looters. These scumbags don't belong in this neighborhood. The stuff that they were fixing to steal does." 
 
    "How is what they did any different from what we're doing?" Riley asked, as he held the stolen sandwich in his hand. 
 
    "I already told you, lieutenant. I'm supposed to be watching this house while my buddy’s out of town. He told me before he left that I can use whatever I wanted in here. Well, I want to eat his peanut butter sandwiches. And I want to give the rest of the stuff to the community. Ain’t nothing wrong with that. All I'm doing is protecting the stuff I promised I'd protect." He looked down at the bodies. "As for them, they were all grown adults. They chose to come in here. So,” he said as he took a bite of his own sandwich and chewed noisily, “they chose to deal with the consequences. They just thought they were the top dogs in this neighborhood." He scoffed and went back to making another sandwich.  
 
    Riley took a big bite of his sandwich. "It is pretty good…" he muttered around a mouthful of sticky peanut butter. 
 
    "There you go," Otto said. 
 
    "You're a good man to have around," Riley said after he swallowed. 
 
    Otto laughed. "Everybody deserves to have a friend like me!" He grabbed a bottle of water off the counter and tossed it to Riley. "There you go, LT. Wet your whistle, then you can report in. Sun’ll be settin’ soon. I bet they're going to tell us to spend the night here and keep watch over all this stuff." 
 
    Riley took a swig from his bottle of water and glanced around the wrecked home. Picture frames had been ripped from the walls and smashed on the ground for no reason. Piles of electronics stacked up and covered in dust in the living room were surrounded by a sea of DVDs and CDs. The looters had ransacked the house and gathered everything in the front room and the living room. Riley shook his head. It had all been a waste.  
 
    "So where are the supplies we’re looking for? Doesn’t look like a ton of food here.” 
 
    "These guys had no idea," Otto said around a mouthful of peanut butter sandwich. He strolled past Riley, his boots crunching on broken glass and debris. "Mike had stuff hidden all over the place. There're stashes of food and supplies under every bed in the house, behind bookcases, and these are my favorite. Check it out." He walked over to the kitchen table, used one arm to swipe drug paraphernalia onto the floor, and put his plate down. He pointed up at a vent near the ceiling. "You see that air return?" 
 
    "Yeah," Riley said suspiciously as he took another bite of his sandwich. 
 
    Otto walked over to it, then fumbled in one of his pockets and pulled out a multitool. "Typical burglars don't look for hiding places like what my friend used." He explained as he pulled out the screwdriver tool, wedged it under the corner of the vent, and bent the thin metal back enough to get a handhold. Instead of taking the time to unscrew the vent from the drywall, he simply ripped it off the wall. Inside, Riley was surprised to find, instead of metal ductwork, a small plastic box. Otto removed the box, which was as deep as the wall, about eight inches, and popped the lid. He withdrew a pistol and several bricks of ammunition.  
 
    "Meh. It's only a .22," Otto said, "but it holds a lot of ammo. Here, this'll work for you, lieutenant," he said as he handed the box to Riley. He reached up into the vent again, poked around and pulled out a holster and belt that had been taped to the back of the drywall. 
 
    Riley took the box and looked up at Otto. "Is there more than this?" 
 
    Otto grinned as he tossed the holster and belt on the table. "Oh, yeah—there's a lot more. We’re gonna have a busy night pulling everything out." 
 
    Riley grinned and hit the transmit button on his radio. "Nest, Ranger Actual. Target is secure." 
 
    "Roger that Actual. Any casualties?" 
 
    "Negative." 
 
    "Good to hear. What's the status on the package?" 
 
    "The chair is against the wall," Riley replied, using the codeword for ‘they hit the jackpot’. "I repeat, the chair is against the wall. Be advised, we may need to spend the night here." 
 
    "Nest copies all, Actual. Keep us informed. Out." 
 
    Riley put the secret box on the table next to the holster. "Okay, let's see if we can block the patio door over there and cover the windows. Then we can get to work." 
 
    "You got it, LT," Otto said with a wide grin on his face. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    Village Defense Force Headquarters 
 
    Valley Village Retirement Community 
 
    Santa Fe, New Mexico 
 
      
 
    Dana caught up with Deckert near the back door to the Wrights’ house. The little utility room had been turned into a militia staging area. Maps of the neighborhood and Santa Fe had been tacked up around the walls and lists of available men and weapons hung on clipboards. Battery powered lanterns had been strung up with nails in the walls and lockers of ammo and weapons and supplies waited by the baseboards. 
 
    She found Deckert with Chuck, leaning over a map of the neighborhood—hand drawn on a piece of copy paper. “General,” she said as she entered the room. 
 
    He held up a hand to stop her, then pointed with his other hand at the map. “You’re telling me we can’t put people here and here?” 
 
    Chuck scratched at the stubble on his chin. “No, sir—I’m telling you we don’t have the people to put there. That’s a perfect defensive box, but I just don’t have the manpower.” 
 
    “I’ll help,” Dana said, stepping forward. “I’m trained—you know I can help.” 
 
    Deckert stared at the map for a moment, then slowly looked up at her. In his eyes, she saw a deep tiredness, bordering on exhaustion. “I know you’re trained, Agent Sinclair. But this isn’t a police action.” 
 
    “Mr. Deckert—sir,” she said, correcting herself and standing straighter, “please let me help. You all have done so much to help Kathy…I need to do something.” 
 
    Chuck looked her over, then glanced at Deckert and arched an eyebrow. “She’s been through Quantico. She’s not some pencil pusher desk jockey.”  He looked at her again. “Probably the strongest one in this place, except for the Stagg boy.” 
 
    Deckert listened to the wind howl outside. In the dim light, the wrinkles on his weather-worn face looked like canyons. His face took on the air of a vast desert landscape, dry and tired. He nodded. “You can help, of course, and we’ll take that help gladly.” He looked down at the map and pointed at the crudely drawn gap in the wall that encircled the Valley Village. “This here’s our only weak spot. But I’m not going to waste your talents on fighting at roadblocks.” 
 
    “Roadblocks?” Dana asked, moving closer to examine the map. Chuck stepped back to allow her room in the confined space next to Deckert. She took in the map, her eyes snapping to different features marked in red pencil—burned houses, known looter locations, the breached main gate, the Rec Center. Her gaze traveled down the grid-like pattern of streets, all neat and orderly, fanning out from the main entrance. Again and again, she returned to the biggest building in the neighborhood, perched along the northern wall.  
 
    “Why did you focus on the Rec Center?” 
 
    Deckert looked at her and offered a lopsided grin. “There’s the Quantico training.” He pointed at the map. “That’s the only place in the whole Village where we can house everyone that needs shelter plus our supplies and be able to defend it.” 
 
    Dana nodded. “You’re turning it into a fortress.” 
 
    Chuck grinned. “Well, well…looks like we got a strategist.” 
 
    “Chuck,” Deckert said. “Get the word out.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the head of the militia said with a curt nod. He winked at Dana and left the room, shouting orders down the hall. By the way the people in the house snapped to action, Dana judged they’d all known something was coming. 
 
    “Let me help. I heard Riley is going to lead the way to the Rec Center—” 
 
    Deckert winced. “So much for OpSec.” 
 
    “Please, sir.” 
 
    Deckert looked at the map again. “Riley already scouted out the Rec Center yesterday. We fought off a band of looters, but the storm hit, so we didn’t have time to secure the facility. We sent him here,” he said, pointing to a house about halfway across the Village. “To investigate a possible supply cache, then swing north with everything he can carry to the Rec Center. At the same time,” Deckert continued, “I have another team heading to reclaim the RC and hold it until we can get our people on the move.” 
 
    Dana nodded. “That’s why you don’t have enough people to man the main gate.” 
 
    Deckert scoffed. “What’s left of the gate. Those Druids wrecked it when they barged in here looking for Riley and his grandfather.” He looked up at Dana. “If you really want to help us, to help Riley and Rebecca…” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Then I want you here,” he said, pointing at the main entrance. 
 
    Dana stared at the map. "I…I can't. I'm not going to shoot innocent refugees," she protested. "And those people aren't the enemy," she said as she pointed toward Santa Fe. "What you're asking is against everything I stand for as an officer of the law. I won't be a part of that slaughter." 
 
    Deckert listened to her words in silence. The only sound either one of them heard was the scratching of the storm outside the walls as it vented its fury against the building. "I understand that. That's why I'm not asking you to fight." 
 
    Dana blinked. "Then I don't understand…why would you want me there? You just said that's the weak point, that’s where everyone's going to come through—” 
 
    He looked at her. "I want you there to negotiate with them." 
 
    "Negotiate?" She shook her head. "Look, I understand you want to put me to good use, but you're wasting my talents—I'm much better—” 
 
    "Agent Sinclair," Deckert said in a tired voice as he stretched his back. "You're the only person in this neighborhood who's been through the advanced training at the FBI Academy in Quantico. Sure, we're all mostly soldiers here in this group," he said as he gestured around the staging area and the weapons and supplies stacked on the floor. "But we never had the formal training that you have. Most of us were just grunts in whatever wars we served in. Cannon fodder. Told to go destroy a target, and pretty good at it. At least good enough to come home on our own two feet instead of in a body bag." He shook his head and crossed his arms. "That's certainly a valuable skill set in times like these, but it's not the skill set we need at the gate. Not with hundreds of civilians descending upon us. We need someone who knows how to negotiate. Someone who doesn't reach for the sword first, but the olive branch. Someone like you." 
 
    Dana stared at him. "I'm not a hostage rescue negotiator." 
 
    His mouth quirked. "Good, because we don't have any hostages to deal with. Just a bunch of scared, frightened people seeking safety and shelter in the storm. No, we can't save them all," he said as he put his hands on his hips and turned from the map. "I'm afraid if we open the floodgates, they'll end up swamping us. Chuck agrees." He glanced over his shoulder at her. "I'm not a hard man, Agent Sinclair. I have grandchildren…a son and two daughters. My family’s spread across this great country that I've served for so long.” 
 
    Dana nodded. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    He ignored her sympathy. “I don't know if they're still alive, or if they’ll be alive in the coming days, weeks, and months—but I know I have to stay alive. For them. If they can somehow make it here…I'm going to be on my feet, alive and kicking. Waiting for them." He turned, and when he faced her, his eyes glistened in the weak light of the battery-powered flashlights scattered around the room. "Chuck is not the man to stay at the front gate. He'd more likely open fire on anyone who approaches it and damn the consequences. I won't have that on my conscience. I've done enough things in the service of this country that I'll regret when it's my turn for judgment…I won't add killing innocent civilians to the list. That's why I'm asking you to take the lead at the front gate. Talk to them. Explain what's going on, that we are willing to offer safety in exchange—” 
 
    "How many?" Dana asked. 
 
    He sighed. "As many as we can without compromising the safety and security of the people already living here." 
 
    Dana looked down at the map. "I need a number, sir. I can't go out there with that. The first rumbling of discontent could set the whole mob off. If showing up and seeing armed men blocking their way doesn't do that in the first place." 
 
    "That's why they need to see you. You and that badge of yours are a symbol of the authority we all hope still resides somewhere out there on the other side of the dust storm. In the midst of all the chaos and anarchy, the dust and debris flying through the air, the death and destruction all around us, there's still hope that the government, in one form or another, is still out there. For us, you are that hope. That badge you carry symbolizes the way things were.” 
 
    “Sir…” 
 
    He held up a hand and kept going. “If you step forward and talk to them, explain to them…then we have a chance of letting them in. I'd be fine with letting them all in, honestly. The more people we bring in on our side, the better chance we have a fighting off the looters, and at least making this neighborhood safe for those who can hold it." He looked down at the map and tapped the entrance. "Tell them…tell them anyone who wants to pull their fair share, serve in the militia—or in some other capacity—and join our cause is welcome to stay. There are plenty of houses here that are vacant—people head north in the summer to escape the heat every year. The season’s almost over, so a lot of our residents are still up north somewhere. There's a lot of empty houses—those that weren’t ransacked and looted can be converted to shelters." 
 
    Dana nodded. "We can even organize groups of refugees to repair and patch up the houses that have been damaged…" 
 
    "Excellent idea," Deckert remarked. He crossed his arms. "That's the kind of thinking I need, not the kill them all and let God sort them out that Chuck would bring to the table. He's a good man to have in your corner—loyal to a fault—but when the chips fly, he's going to reach for his gun first." 
 
    "What's he going to be doing during all this?" Dana asked. 
 
    "I'm turning Chuck loose on the looters. Once the storm clears, we need to reassert control over this neighborhood. This is just the beginning, Agent Sinclair," Deckert said. "From what we've heard over Rondell's radio, this is just the tip of the iceberg. People all over the country are fleeing cities in droves, and with them, violent gangs and fighting are sure to follow. If we can absorb this group of refugees, get our defenses in line, and kick out the looters, we might have a chance—might—of surviving what comes after this storm." 
 
    “You’re taking this all pretty well in stride, sir.” 
 
    Deckert smiled sadly. “Agent Sinclair, when you’ve served as long as I have, you've seen the world end more than once." 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    Santa Fe, New Mexico 
 
      
 
    Isabel stared up at the gap in the storm clouds overhead. For a moment, she watched the yellow tinted blue sky through the swaying cottonwood trees. Her ankle throbbed, and she was soaked to the bone, battered, bloodied, and bruised. She wanted nothing more than to just close her eyes and sleep. 
 
    Next to her, Cassie shivered, and tried to keep her teeth from clicking together. She was a wet, ragged mess, and the two of them made a fine pair, laying in the mud and the leaves in the depression behind a screen of bushes. 
 
    Isabel couldn't get up. She couldn't run to her children. She couldn't escape the dying city. She couldn't even walk. 
 
    So, she lay there, breathing, and stared at the sky. 
 
    A branch on the far side of the river snapped, and Cassie let out a barely audible whimper. Her body stiffened for a moment, then continued its trembling. 
 
    Isabel lifted her head, grimacing at the pain in her neck, and stared bleary-eyed across the river through the muddy, dusty brush around her. Someone was over there. A dark shape slipped further down the embankment, caught itself, then continued in a slow deliberate manner. 
 
    Isabel watched, silent, fascinated. Whoever it was, they moved slowly, cautiously, as if trying not to be heard. Isabel didn't blame them. It was probably some bystander caught up in the chaos of the evacuation. She watched — only able to only see a pair of legs — as whoever it was moved behind trees and emerged into the river, splashing their way across to the body. 
 
    The man Isabel had killed. 
 
    She lowered her head and closed her eyes. A tightness gripped her chest. She'd taken a human life. Somebody's father, someone’s brother, a husband maybe…definitely a mother’s son…  
 
    No matter what the man had tried to do, he was somebody to somebody. Cassie muttered something, but Isabel didn't care. Isabel was beyond caring. She turned her head away from Cassie and stared upriver. Some woman’s son lay dead in the river because she’d killed him. She saw Riley and closed her eyes, unable to stop the tears. 
 
    She was a murderer. She'd stepped up behind him and caved in the back of his skull with a ten-pound rock. She'd given him no warning, no chance to stop attacking Cassie. She'd just…killed him. 
 
    Silent tears trickled down Isabel's mud caked face as she wondered what Derek would think of her. What her children would think of her. Could they live with a murderer?  
 
    Could she live with herself? 
 
    Cassie grabbed her arm in a panic, and Isabel blinked away the tears. "It's him…" Cassie whispered. 
 
    For a long moment, Isabel imagined Cassie was talking about the body. She'd seen the blood. She'd seen the lifeless way his corpse had half-floated in the river. There was no coming back from that. 
 
    "You may as well come out," the Inquisitor said with his striking English accent. "The action has all moved on from here. We're quite alone. Well, except for your friend here," he said as he looked down at the body in the river. “Quite out of his mind, to lay in the river like that, what?” He laughed. 
 
    Cassie struggled to get up, her hands shaking as she grabbed the branches in front of her and tried to clear a way through. "We’re over here." 
 
    "Well, of course you are," the Inquisitor said, hands on his hips as he stared down at the body. "Messy bit of business, this. Which one of you did it?" 
 
    Cassie struggled through the grasping bushes and staggered into the water. She straightened her dress and plucked leaves from her hair. "He was drowning me," she said, her voice still raspy. A trembling hand went to her throat. "He held me under the water…I couldn't breathe.” She looked over her shoulder at their hideaway. “Isabel rescued me. She saved my life. I—what happened to your ear?" 
 
    The Inquisitor peered over Cassie's shoulder. He absently touched his bloody ear. “One of those punters from the Grove got a lucky shot. Is she quite alright?” 
 
    "N-n-no," Cassie stuttered as she fidgeted with her hair. "She hurt her ankle…it's bad. It might be broken. She can't walk." 
 
    The Inquisitor grunted. He cupped water in his hand and applied it to his wounded ear, then winced. "Very well then." He sloshed through the creek, grumbling at the damage done to his suit, and ripped aside some of the brush to reveal Isabel, curled up in a ball and cowering in the muddy, leafy depression. "Hello there," he said in a pleasant, soft voice. 
 
    Isabel didn't respond. She stared at the mud on his shoes. He had expensive shoes. 
 
    The Inquisitor sighed and slowly lowered himself to one knee in the muck that surrounded Isabel. He reached out and placed a gentle, steady hand on her shoulder. "It was your first time, yes?" he asked, just loud enough for Isabel alone to hear. 
 
    She didn't say anything but shifted her eyes to focus on his face. That face, so hard and unyielding, unforgiving in the face of death as he killed two people at the safe house, and who knows how many at the Grove…it changed into one of utter compassion and sympathy. He knew. He knew what she felt like.  
 
    His eyes told her everything. Isabel felt like she could stand and fall into those pools of blue and swim away. He knew. 
 
    "The first one is always the hardest," he said softly. Gently, ever so slightly, he squeezed her shoulder. There was nothing threatening or improper about it. It was the simple gesture of one human attempting to give comfort to another, where no comfort could be given. "You will move on. In time, all this will fade," he said as he gestured at the river. 
 
    "I can feel…” she said, her voice quiet as a baby’s breath. “I can feel when the rock hit his head.” 
 
    "I daresay you can," the Inquisitor said, his lip curling up in a half smile. "From the looks of it, you nearly took his head clean off." He frowned then and cleared his throat. "I do apologize—that was impertinent. Do you feel able to stand?" He looked up from her then and glanced downriver. "Though the safe house is engulfed in flames and the evacuees have moved on to looting the shops and businesses along Canyon Road, I daresay it will be safer if we can keep moving." 
 
    Isabel noticed the blood splattered across his shirt for the first time. The red crimson slashes stood out in stark contrast against the cloud white fabric. "That's a lot of blood." 
 
    He blinked at her in surprise, then looked down at his chest. "Oh. That. It isn't mine," he said, simply looked up at Cassie. "Will you help me get her to her feet? We shall have to carry her up the ravine to the road on the other side." 
 
    "I can't walk," Isabel croaked. 
 
    The Inquisitor turned back to her. "I imagine not. Your ankle looks about the size of a grapefruit. We need to get you somewhere safe so I can assess the damage." 
 
    Isabel pushed herself up on her elbows and wiped at her tears. "Is anywhere safe?" 
 
    The Inquisitor paused, half leaning over her. “What an excellent question. But sadly, one I have not the time nor the inclination to answer. Come on then, on your feet, soldier." 
 
    Isabel clinched her teeth and grimaced but refused to cry out when Cassie and the Inquisitor held her upright. She closed her eyes as a dizzy spell swept over her, then nodded. "I'm okay…okay." 
 
    "My dear, you look anything but. Here,” he said, “lean on me. I shall endeavor to get you up this embankment." He turned to Cassie. "Would you be a dear and stay on her other side? Oh, thank you. Support her good leg, that’s it—I'll take the weight off her injured one." 
 
    In a bumbling, awkward fashion, the three of them slipped and slid and cursed their way up the muddy eastern embankment. It was far more covered in dead leaves and muck than the western embankment, but there were blessedly few rocks to trip them up. 
 
    Once at the top, the Inquisitor paused to get his bearings and wipe at his still-bleeding ear. He glanced down at the red stain on his hand and frowned. "There's a row of smaller houses and art galleries on this side." 
 
    Cassie pointed at the house directly across from them, a small carbon copy of the safe house. "Let's try there. The windows are all broken out." 
 
    The Inquisitor examined the structure in question for a moment, then turned to Cassie. "My, what a keen observation. It appears to have already been ransacked. Come along," he said as he helped Isabel walk across the road.  
 
    The road was eerily empty of cars and people. Only the lingering dust in the air and smoke from across the river clouded the skies. Isabel hadn’t felt so exposed since the first storm hit. She didn't feel at all safe until they struggled up the steps of the little cottage and through the ruined front door.  
 
    Once enveloped in the welcoming darkness and dust that hung in the air inside the ransacked little house, Isabel finally relaxed and allowed herself to be lowered to a dirty, debris strewn sofa. The Inquisitor brushed aside some books and pieces of wood and a broken plate that clattered on the floor.  
 
    He patted the couch, and a small cloud of dust leapt up when his hand hit the fabric. "Here we are, my dear. Do sit down." 
 
    Isabel sank into the soft cushion, leaned back, and closed her eyes. 
 
    "I'll check the kitchen and see if I can find anything to help," Cassie said as she disappeared. 
 
    The Inquisitor nodded, and hummed to himself a simple, tuneless melody while he gently unlaced and removed the hiking boots Isabel had acquired at the Bass Pro shop in Boise City. The dusty, muddy, soaking wet shoes looked like they'd walked across the country.  
 
    Isabel stared down and marveled at the gentleness of his hands—hands she knew were capable of blistering violence. Carefully, he removed the boot from her injured foot with a wet squelch and placed it on the carpet. She winced, but only a little. He was as careful as any nurse could be.  
 
    "Now then, let's see what we have here, shall we?"  He looked up at her as he began to remove her socks, and she grimaced in pain. "I do apologize, Isabel. I must remove the sock to examine the extent of your injury." 
 
    She nodded. "Go ahead," Isabel grunted as sweat broke out on her face. 
 
    "Right then. Stiff upper lip and all that," the Inquisitor said as he carefully rolled down her filthy sock and pulled it off of her ankle. 
 
    Isabel threw her head back and bit back a scream. 
 
    The Inquisitor held her lower leg in two soft, warm hands and gently probed the bones of her foot. Isabel stared at him. How could a man capable of such incredible violence also have the skill and touch of a surgeon? The Inquisitor was a riddle wrapped in a mystery, hidden inside an enigma. 
 
    Cassie returned with a rag that dripped onto the floor. "It's not much, but I found this in the kitchen and the tap still had a little trickle of water." She handed it over to the Inquisitor. "I'll go see if I can find us something to eat or drink." 
 
    Alone again with Isabel, the Inquisitor gently wiped mud from her ankle, revealing red, puffy skin. "I'm afraid it's quite swollen…but you already knew that," he said as he continued to hold her ankle. "However,” he murmured as he stared at her ankle, “it doesn't feel broken. I believe you may have just gotten a severe sprain. "If you're able to stay off of it—even better if we find some medicine—you should be right as rain within a few days." 
 
    "A few days…" Isabel repeated, her voice dull and dead. 
 
    "Yes," the Inquisitor nodded. "You shan't be walking on this anytime soon, that's for certain." He looked up at her. "My goodness, I didn't get a good look at you before. You appear to have gone through the wrong end of a cement mixer. Have you any other serious complaints?" 
 
    "Thanks,” she groaned. “Everything hurts, but I think I'll be okay," Isabel said, her voice deadpan. 
 
    The Inquisitor dusted off a few pillows from the couch, righted a flipped over coffee table, and gently propped her injured leg up. "We shall stay here for the time being, I think." 
 
    "No," Isabel said. A pot crashed to the floor in the kitchen and she twitched. 
 
    "Sorry," Cassie called from the open doorway. "I found a few things in here…give me a minute and I'll bring it out." 
 
    The Inquisitor looked at Isabel. "My dear, we very much need to lie low. The Grove has declared war." 
 
    Isabel looked up at him. "So? We’re not at the Grove." 
 
    The Inquisitor sighed. "But the Grove has spread into the city. Nico and the other two elders have forged a triumvirate. Supporters on either side are one step away from killing each other, but something else is going on." He shook his head. "In all my years with the faith, I've never seen anything quite like it." 
 
    "What?" Isabel whispered, half afraid to know the answer. 
 
    "They're attempting to take control of Santa Fe. When the storms hit and the power went out, and everything descended into chaos, most of the civil authorities fled. Have you seen a single police officer, firefighter, or any other public servant for that matter?" 
 
    Isabel thought for a moment. "It's only been a few days…surely they haven’t all abandoned the town." 
 
    The Inquisitor sat back on the couch and adjusted his coat. "From what I was able to gather in my…interrogation…" he said as he plucked his bloodied shirt. "Most of the remaining people in any position of authority have rallied together at the state capitol, that odd, but charming circular building I saw on my way into town.” 
 
    "Then all hope isn't lost…" Isabel muttered. 
 
    "For the people on this side of town, it is," the Inquisitor said. He stood, sighed, and removed his coat. "Another coat ruined. The barbarity of it all is simply astounding." 
 
    "I'm not staying here,” Isabel declared, “and I'm certainly not going to the state capitol." 
 
    "My dear, I don't think you quite understand—this isn't a minor squabble between two religious factions. They are openly joining forces to assume control over the entire city of Santa Fe. Nico’s men are the ones responsible for herding the evacuees. He's up to something, but I wasn't able to determine what before my prisoner…" 
 
    Isabel shook her head. "I don't care. I don't care about Nico, and I don't care about the Grove. My children are only a few miles west of here. As soon as I can, I'm going to steal a car. I'm going to find a car and go there." The tears welled up in her eyes. "If they’ll have me."  
 
    Angrily, Isabel wiped away the wetness on her face. She stared up at the Inquisitor, and to his credit, the man took a step back. "My children are all that matter to me now. I'm not going to let anyone, or anything, stand in my way from here on." 
 
    "No, I don't believe you will," the Inquisitor said in a reverent, quiet voice. He nodded. "So be it. I shall accompany you to find your children. Once reunited with your family, I shall consider my debt to you discharged." He gave a slight bow to seal his proclamation. 
 
    Isabel blinked. "You don't have to do that…" she said quickly. "You've already done so much—” 
 
    "Madam, I swore an oath to the gods. I will fulfill my vow." 
 
    Cassie stepped back into the room. "I'm coming with you," she said, carrying a tray of saltine crackers and an open can of Spaghetti-Os. "Sorry…it was all I could find in there. The crackers are a little stale, and the soup is cold—” 
 
    Isabel leaned forward, grabbed a stack of crackers and stuffed one in her mouth. She closed her eyes, leaned back in bliss. "They're delicious," she said, her voice muffled as she spoke around the dry crackers. 
 
    "It's settled then." The Inquisitor looked between the two women. "We shall spend the night here so you both may rest. In the morning at first light, we shall return to the Valley Village—to your children." 
 
    Isabel closed her eyes and sank back into the couch. She didn't bother stopping the tears. She was going home. 
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    Riley dropped the sack from his shoulders to the floor in the Rec Center lobby. One of the other men walked over and picked it up. "What's this?" 
 
    Riley rubbed his shoulder. "New supplies from the Sandwyck house." 
 
    "That's a new one," the man said as he hefted it. "Seems like a pretty good haul." 
 
    "Mostly canned goods," Riley said as he stretched his back. It had been hard enough carrying the heavy bag full of food through the dust storm halfway across the neighborhood. 
 
    "You going back out again?" the man asked hopefully. "We could use some more help from strong backs like yours," he said with a grin. 
 
    "I bet," Riley said wistfully. "I have to get back to HQ. They’re having some kind of council of war or something. Otto's gonna stay here, though," Riley said. 
 
    "Yeah, and I'm not happy about it either," the sniper grumbled as he dropped his own sack of dried goods, weapons, and ammunition from the Sandwyck house.  
 
    "Well…General Deckert said—” 
 
    Otto nodded. “I know. He gave me an order.” 
 
    “Well, I’m in command here,” the man holding Riley’s pack said. "You can head back to the Sandwyck house and continue getting whatever is not nailed down. I could spare two people to go with you.” 
 
    "That's not going to leave you short staffed here?" Otto asked. 
 
    "Nah," the man said with a wave of his hand. "We have four more raiders comin’ in from the other side of the neighborhood. I'll have them hold position here until you get back. Looks like this Sandwyck place has quite a bit." 
 
    "Sounds good," Otto said immediately. "I was never one to just sit around doing nothing." 
 
    "As long as that storm is out there, we’re pretty secure here," the Rec Center commander said to Riley. "Ain't nobody moving around out there but us, it looks like." 
 
    Riley nodded. "Good. In that case, I'm headed back to HQ." He said his goodbyes and stepped out the main door. Keying the transmit button, he radioed HQ. "Nest, Ranger Actual. I am Oscar Mike to your location." 
 
    "Roger that, Actual. They've already started. Get the lead out." 
 
    "Actual copies all. Out." 
 
    He adjusted his facemask, cleared his goggles, lowered his shoulders, and jogged out into the storm. Riley grinned behind his mask. Without the 30 extra pounds of canned goods jostling on his back with every step, he made good time.  
 
    Even with the blinding sand and dust swirling through the air around him, it was easy to follow the road as he headed south. It was a straight shot—he retraced the route he'd taken earlier from his recon mission. 
 
    He paused halfway back to HQ. The storm was weakening. The wind didn’t have the bite it did when they’d raided the Sandwyck house. There wasn’t as much dust in the air. He lifted his goggles and blinked. It was almost over. 
 
    Less than ten minutes later, he walked through the front door of the Wrights’ house and shook off the dust that had coated him on the trip south. 
 
    He handed the M1 Garand and his backpack to the armorer at the front door, who tagged and stored them. It wasn't that Deckert didn't trust his soldiers to carry their weapons around, but there were too many people in HQ, and therefore too many chances that someone might have an accidental discharge just by bumping into somebody. Riley saw the wisdom of the measure, though he was still reluctant to hand over his grandfather's relic. 
 
    "They've been going for a few minutes,” the armorer told him. “You better hurry." He nodded down the hallway toward the living room. 
 
    "Thanks," Riley said as he stepped away. Fiona emerged from down the hall, carrying a shopping bag of water bottles. Her face lit up. "You're back!" 
 
    Riley didn't mince words. He walked right over to her and gave her a big hug. She melted into his arms and nestled her head into the crook of his neck. "I'm back," he murmured into her hair. How did she manage to find shampoo? 
 
    He stepped back. "Sorry…I kinda got dust all over you." 
 
    "Comes with the territory," she laughed. “Here, drink this," she said as she handed over a bottle of water. "There's a lot of talking going on in there, you’ll probably need it." 
 
    "Thanks," Riley said as he held the bottle up, then stepped around her and into the living room. 
 
    He walked into the back of the assembled leaders of the defense forces. Riley nodded at Deckert, who waited patiently while another man gave a synopsis of their inventory stores. 
 
    The general had ordered the heads of every squad to be in attendance, along with his chief of security, the head of the medical detachment, and the radio man, Mr. Wright, along with seven representatives of the various blocks in the neighborhood where everyone resided. Riley looked around and only recognized a few faces. 
 
    He leaned against the wall in the back of the room and crossed his arms. He waited to see what the general had to say. 
 
    "…and that's where we stand. Overall, I'd say we're in pretty decent shape, given what we're facing. As long as we don't squander resources, we’ll be able to withstand at least a month. If we stretch it, maybe two.” 
 
    Deckert took center stage again. "Thank you, Sam.” He turned to face the assembled group of leaders. "Well, there you have it. Not the best of situations, but we’re not on the edge of starvation, either." He looked down at a piece of paper in his hand. "Which brings me to the main thrust of this meeting. While the storm is still going on outside, we have precious time with which to act. The storm provides cover, and we've been sending patrols and recon units to scour the neighborhood. We need to know where the looters are, where the Druids are, and where food supplies are that we can use for the greater good of all of us." 
 
    Riley raised his hand. Deckert pointed at him. “Sir, you may not have as much time as you think. I just came from the Rec Center,” he said as all the heads in the room turned to face him, “and the storm is definitely letting up.” 
 
    Deckert sighed. “We knew it would happen sooner or later.” 
 
    One of the civilians raised a hand. Deckert acknowledged them with a nod. "Wait a minute, you're telling me that you're talking about stealing private property from people's homes?" the woman asked, ignoring Riley’s warning. 
 
    Deckert frowned. "The rules have changed.” 
 
    Riley’s heart skipped at beat at those words. He was back in the Sandwyck house, watching the female looter advance on him. Riley blinked and his heart rate settled. His vision cleared and he was back at HQ. 
 
    “…what I'm proposing,” Deckert was saying. “Everyone in this room knows what's going on out there." One of the other civilians raised their hand, followed by several more.  
 
    "We actually don't know what's going on out there,” a man said.  
 
    “Only what you’re telling us,” added another. 
 
    “Is there something you're not telling us?" asked the woman who’d objected to raiding the vacant homes. 
 
    Deckert sighed. "Perhaps before we get going, I should ask Mr. Wright to step forward and give us a summary of what we know so far." He gestured to the radioman. 
 
    Riley watched Rondell Wright stand up. He was clustered over with the other heads of the other department heads and didn't have the space to make it to the clearing where Deckert stood at the back of the room. He turned to face the crowd. "I'll make it brief and let you know what I know. The situation is not good. Outside of the Village and Santa Fe, pretty much the rest of the country is dark, too. We already knew Los Angeles and most of the western half of the country went off-line just before we did,” he said as several people murmured and more than one gasp echoed across the room.  
 
    "But I’ve been listening carefully over the last 24 hours, and it seems the rest of the country has fallen as well. From the reports we received just before the second storm hit, New York City and Washington were the last major hubs on the coast to go dark.” 
 
    “Alright, settle down,” Chuck said as the group started to talk amongst themselves. More than one person wept in silence.  
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen,” Rondell continued, his face flushed and grim, “it's not pretty. The entire continental United States is without power right now.” Rondell clasped his hands together. "I'm sure I don't have to impress upon all of you the unprecedented nature of this power outage. You can imagine all the worst parts of the Bible—that's going to be what happens in the major cities over the next couple of days. From my understanding of how the power grid works, I don't think the power’s coming back online anytime soon.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” one of the civilians asked. He didn’t bother raising a hand first. 
 
    “Apparently—according to some of the reports I received out of DC—the power grid buckled faster than anyone back east expected and several heavy-duty transformers were burned out. Those things take years to rebuild, and they’re only available from a couple of overseas manufacturers.” 
 
    More gasps and grumbling. Several people shook their heads in disbelief. “Isn’t there anything else we can do?” someone moaned. 
 
    “At best, we’re looking at complete outages—except perhaps around nuclear power plants—for the better part of the country…for the next several years.” 
 
    Chuck stood and turned to glare at the assembled people. “Folks, what we’re looking at is basically the effects of an EMP attack without the EMP. I don’t think anyone’s suggesting that this was a terrorist attack, or any kind of man-made collapse. It was a total freak of nature, and it just got out of control—faster than anybody expected.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make it any better,” the lone woman representative pointed out. 
 
    Chuck put his hands on his hips. “No, but most of us in this room understand what that means for the rest of the country. People, we need to face facts and deal with it. Things are going to be brutal. We’re going to be living in the 1800s for the foreseeable future. No electronics, no power, no nothing until things get put back together.” 
 
    Chuck sat, and Rondell turned and looked at the general. “Sir, I couldn’t agree more. We’ll be able to use HAM radio once the atmosphere clears following the storms, but that’s going to be about the limit of our technology. Almost everyone has cell phones these days,” he said, turning back to the assembled congregation, “but without the towers and the networks they use, the phones are little more than fancy glowing paperweights. We can still use them for flashlights and take pictures, but anything requiring the Internet is going to be offline for a long, long time.” 
 
    A man in the back stood up. “I just sent a text message a few minutes ago! I still have a network signal…” 
 
    Rondell nodded. “That’s true, some individual carriers might have battery backups or diesel generators hooked up to their network towers, but eventually those will run out of gas. Without electricity, we won’t be able to use pumps to pull gas out of the storage tanks in the ground, so cars won’t be able to refuel, neither will the trucks that deliver the gas in the first place.” 
 
    Deckert nodded. “I won’t sugar coat it, people. Everything is going to grind to a halt.”  
 
    Rondell continued. “Things will still work for a few days, and if someone has electricity, more power to them. But I promise you, by the end of the week, nothing will work except devices that have individual power sources. I have a pretty decent battery system here set up in the house to run my radios in the event of an emergency because I'm part of ARES—” 
 
    “What’s that?” one of the civilians asked. Riley frowned. He surprised himself that he so quickly considered himself not-a-civilian. Things had changed. 
 
    The rules had changed. 
 
    “ARES is the Amateur Radio Emergency Service. It’s an operator network that local authorities use when the systems go down after bad storms, etc. But we don't have enough—I don't have enough juice to run generators or keep refrigerators cool or anything like that. Those of you who do have generators connected to your house," Rondell said, "will probably run out of fuel soon enough." 
 
    "Besides that," Chuck said as he stood again. "Any fuel reserves people have will be gone in six months. Gas is unstable, so we can't reliably assume that we’ll have access to fuel six months from now. We need to assume no electricity, and no easy access to combustible fuels from day one. At this point, we need to act like we’re Amish." 
 
    Deckert stepped forward. "Which brings us to our conundrum. You all have lived here long enough to know that there are two types of people who live in the Village. Those who stay year-round, and those who head north to visit relatives during the summer to avoid the heat. Given everything we've heard, who here thinks that any airlines will still be flying in the near future?” He waited for a show of hands. None went up. 
 
    Deckert nodded. “Who here thinks anyone will be able to get gas to drive down here from…wherever they were, scattered all across the northern United States?” No hands went up. “Who here thinks that the supplies, food—anything that those folks have in their houses right now," Deckert said as he pointed at the floor, "will just go to waste because no one can get back to use them?" Most of the hands in the room went up. 
 
    He stood silent for a long moment. "Given that, who here thinks that those of us left behind should use those goods? Or should we let looters break in and steal the fruits of our friends’ and neighbors’ hard labor?" 
 
    "No! I won’t be a part of breaking in and stealing from my neighbors," the woman said. 
 
    Deckert turned and stared at her. "So you're in favor of letting strangers ransack and loot your neighbor's house, using the supplies they find therein to turn around and do the same to someone else? Perhaps a house that has someone inside it? Like Nancy McIntyre?” 
 
    "Now, that's not fair," one of the other civilians said. 
 
    "Nobody said life was—especially not now. It's us against them, and the quicker you realize that, the quicker we can ensure our own survival." 
 
    The first man who’d voiced objections stood again. "And what about the cops?" 
 
    Deckert turned and looked at Rondell. The portly radio operator coughed into his hand. "Well…I…the funny thing about the cops is the local politicians in Santa Fe decided that they were going to make a last stand at the Roundhouse. From what I can tell from HAM radio contacts, they ordered the police to set up a defensive cordon around the capitol and the downtown government district." 
 
    "Is that why we haven't seen any cops or anything?" someone asked. Riley tried to see the speaker but couldn’t tell. There was too much murmuring and private talking going on in the room. 
 
    "We think so. The cops originally refused, but when they were told to bring their families with them, almost all agreed. There's now a tight defensive unit in downtown Santa Fe, but they’re surrounded by civilians who are upset they were abandoned." 
 
    "Rightly so," one of the men said. A ripple of agreement followed his outburst. "That's completely ridiculous that they would abandon us like that!" 
 
    "From what I can tell," Rondell said, "they only got about 60% of the police force to go along. Most of the rest just went home to be with their families." 
 
    Deckert nodded. "I think we can assume from the reports we've heard over the radio that we’re not going to be getting any help from the authorities anytime soon." 
 
    "What about that FBI agent?" The leader of Beta Team asked. "Doesn't she have some way to contact Washington?" 
 
    Deckert shook his head. "I've spoken with her. She has a satellite phone, but there's something messed up with the signal. She can't get through to anyone either. As far as she knows, the government is running in the dark. If it’s running at all." 
 
    "So what are we going to do?" one of the civilians asked. "I'm not comfortable looting houses." 
 
    Deckert sighed. "That’s a two-pronged question, and one that I'm going to put to a vote. We have another problem: there are rumors of a mass of refugees heading southwest out of Santa Fe.” 
 
    “Where are they going?” asked the woman. 
 
    “They're headed toward us,” Deckert revealed, to the astonishment of the assembled people. He raised his hands to calm them down. “They're not doing so voluntarily, either. Most of these folks left their homes when a fire swept through Santa Fe after the first storm. They were caught out in the second storm, and unfortunately, certain elements in Santa Fe decided to use the opportunity to herd them together." 
 
    "You talking about them Druid people? The cultists?" 
 
    Deckert nodded at the man who spoke. "I am. We have reason to believe they’re attempting to force the unwanted refugees out of Santa Fe toward us. Why, I have no idea—we’re still trying to ascertain that at this moment. Folks, settle down, quiet now.” Deckert waited a moment. “But that doesn't change the fact that we're going to have a lot of hungry, starving, homeless people on our doorstep very soon." He put his hands on his hips. "And we need to figure out what we're going to do about it." 
 
    One of the civilians stood again. "I'm sorry, but we need to figure out what we’re going to do about this looting question before we deal with refugees." 
 
    Chuck looked at him. "It's the same issue." 
 
    "The hell it is," the man shot back. "I'm all for taking care of anybody that comes in off the street in these troubled times, but I'm not gonna go around breaking into neighbors’ houses to do it." 
 
    "So you're in favor of letting them break into your neighbor's house and steal all their stuff?" asked one of the others. 
 
    Riley arched an eyebrow. He’d expected the civilians to put up more of a fight before they realized the wisdom of Deckert’s unspoken suggestion. 
 
    "Folks, listen to me,” the general tried again. “We've spent a lot of time thinking about this. We think there's only one option—we need to gather as many supplies as we can, taken from the homes of our friends and neighbors who are no longer here, and bring them to a central location." 
 
    "That's stealing!" a couple civilians yelled. "We're not in favor of that." 
 
    "I understand," Deckert said. "But you need to understand when the refugees show up, they’re going to come into this neighborhood whether we want them to or not. Our only option is either fight them off, or welcome them in. And if we fight them off…" 
 
    "Given the numbers we’re thinking might be showing up, I give us a 50-50 chance of being able to repel a group of people on foot as large as we expect. A determined group could easily overwhelm us.” He shook his head. “We just don't have that many people who have weapons training here. If we’re talking thousands of people streaming down the road, they'll go through us like locusts." 
 
    "We can't turn them away," the woman said. That set off another round of shouting. The room erupted into arguing and shouting. Deckert spotted Riley's gaze from across the room and nodded.  
 
    Riley stepped forward and shouted for silence. Every head in the room turned toward him. "I just came in from a raid that some of you probably wouldn't have sanctioned," Riley said. "It was an abandoned house. We discovered four looters had already broken in and trashed the place. They’d wasted about half of the food that was usable. That was food that could've gone to feed some of you," he said as he pointed at the gathered group.  
 
    “What did you do about them?” asked the woman. 
 
    Riley stared at her. “They won’t be stealing from anyone else ever again.” Riley heard Fiona gasp and glanced over his shoulder. Fiona stood in the hallway, one hand over her mouth. He turned back to the rest of the group. "We took care of them, but it was a near thing. Inside that house, we found medical supplies, including insulin medication. 
 
    “Insulin!” 
 
    “My wife’s diabetic…” 
 
    “It’s a wonder they don’t steal all the drugs, too…” 
 
    Riley raised his voice and talked over all the conversations. “If we had let those looters get away with trashing that place and ruining everything in that house, there are probably people in this neighborhood who might've died for lack of medicine. Is that really what you want to happen? A complete waste of resources that could've gone to aid us? It's not like it was hurting the people who lived there. They’re somewhere on the other side of the country right now,” he said with a wave. “They’re never coming back, and there's nothing they can do about it. But there is something we can do about it. We can take the food and supplies, put them into a communal chest, and distribute them as needed." He held the attention of the entire room for a moment. “I think those people out there would want you to have their stuff…to know that somehow they were helping you all to survive.” 
 
    Deckert cleared his throat. "Thank you, Riley. Folks, what I'm proposing is just that—we gather up everything in the neighborhood and secure it. When the refugees show up, we’ll be able to take some in—on a trial basis—and let them live in a few of the abandoned houses—” he held up his hands over the shouting and uproar. "I know some of you people don't like the idea of taking stuff in the first place, but I'm telling you, if we don't do this on our terms, it's going to happen whether we want it to or not! At least this way we'll get to choose who we help and can control the process." 
 
    Chuck stood and cut off further argument with an ear-splitting whistle. "Let me get this through your heads right now. We can't help everyone. Period, full stop, end of story. If we try, the people of Santa Fe will march in here and take everything we've got, then we'll all die.” He let that sink in for a moment. “The only way we can do this is with a firm hand. Repeat: we can't help everybody. The ones we help will have to join us. It’s the only way to ensure our survival. Some people will be turned away, and if we’re not unified, when that happens, we all die." 
 
    The meeting broke up with murmured disagreements, but Deckert seemed pleased. "That went well, I thought," he said to the assembled military leaders of the Village who’d stayed behind.  
 
    Chuck shook his head. "Bunch of namby-pamby—they're gonna get us all killed if they don't see things the right way." 
 
    "Just because they’re arguing doesn't mean they won’t eventually help," Deckert said with a hand on Chuck's shoulder. "Give them time." 
 
    "Time is something I don't think we have," Becca said from the doorway. "I'm sorry, but Rondell asked me to find him if…” 
 
    “Go ahead, Becca. What is it?” Rondell said, motioning to Deckert that she told the truth. 
 
    She spotted Riley and offered a quick smile that reminded him of when they were little kids. “I just heard over the radio…there's a lot more than we thought. The refugees are coming. They're going to be here soon." 
 
    Deckert looked at his assembled leaders. "You know my thoughts, people. Whether or not the rest of the neighborhood wants to go along with it, we’re going to have to move forward. I'll deal with the consequences. Let's put the plan into motion." He looked around. “Thoughts?” 
 
    Chuck raised his fist in the air. “Hooah!” 
 
    The rest of the team leaders shouted: “Hooah!” 
 
    Riley raised his fist in the air. “HOOAH! 
 
    Deckert nodded, a grim smile on his face. “Then get your people to their battle stations. This is not a drill.” 
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    Since Deckert’s order to not only evacuate headquarters but send a two-pronged defensive maneuver to block the looters and the refugees, the Wrights’ house had exploded like a kicked over fire ant hill. 
 
    Dana forced her way through the house toward the kitchen. She had to find Kathy before she headed out into the storm. Several scouts had come back and reported that the storm was not nearly as bad as it had been earlier, but Dana couldn't wait any longer. One of the scouts sent to the main entrance had spotted movement on the road. The refugees were already arriving. 
 
    “Kathy?” she called out as she stepped aside for a woman carrying a box of bandages. Dana took a step, then jumped back as Caitlyn Wright filled the doorway, a massive first aid pack over one shoulder and her arms full of towels and sheets. 
 
    “She’s not in there, dear…excuse me, sorry…” the larger woman said as she maneuvered around Dana. 
 
    “Where—” 
 
    “No, that goes next door to the staging area,” Caitlyn said to a man carrying an armful of supplies out of the kitchen. “Put those bandages in the pile over there by the back door, please.” 
 
    “I just need to find—” Dana began again. 
 
    Caitlyn answered a question from a man with a cut on his forehead and directed him down the hall to the new triage center in the living room. “It’s just a temporary set up until we can get established at the Rec Center, mind you, but Miss Fiona can take care of that, okay?” she said, putting a hand on the man’s shoulder and guiding him down the hall. She turned and adjusted the pack on her back with a sigh. 
 
    “I’m sorry, what did you need again?” 
 
    “I’m looking for Kathy Powell.” 
 
    “Oh. Kathy.” 
 
    Dana blinked. “Is she okay?” 
 
    Caitlyn looked down her nose at the younger woman. “In my opinion, no, she’s not. But does she listen to me? Also no. She should still be in bed, resting, allowing her body to heal. Instead, she grabbed the first rifle she found and went up on the roof into that silly fort they built out of sand.” 
 
    Dana held up a hand to stop the tsunami of information. “Wait, what? What fort? Sand?” 
 
    Caitlyn waved a hand in front of her face. “Oh, that thing they put on my roof to let the boys play at being soldiers.” She shook her head. “They said something about being able to cover the streets with a rifle up there…honestly, can you imagine sitting up there in the dust storm? Excuse me,” she said, politely, but firmly, as she moved around Dana and walked away. “We’ve got a lot of work to do before the storm lets up!” Shouting orders, Caitlyn disappeared into the chaos. 
 
    Dana rushed into the kitchen, confirmed that Kathy wasn’t there, then went to the back door. A man stood guard and watched her warily, his wrinkled hands wrapped around an old hunting rifle. 
 
    “Ma’am.” 
 
    She nodded at him. “Did you see a woman—auburn hair, about my height and age—come through here?” 
 
    He nodded. “Miss Kathy. Sure did—she’s up top.” 
 
    “And you let her go outside in this? Didn’t you see she was injured?” 
 
    Another nod. “I did. And yes, I let her go. Didn’t see how there was much I could do to stop her. My wife had a look like that in her eyes once. One time was all it took for me to learn to just step aside and hold the door.” He shook his head. “Sure don’t want to be on the receiving end of whatever she’s got planned.” 
 
    Dana pinched the bridge of her nose. “Okay,” she sighed, her eyes closed. “How do I get on the roof?” 
 
    “Well, there’s a ladder around the corner out there,” he said, pointing out the door. “But I wouldn’t go out there if I were you just yet—the storm’s still—” 
 
    Dana made to move past him. “I have to talk with her.” 
 
    “Well, you could just use the radio here. General Deckert made her take one.” 
 
    Dana blinked and snatched the radio from his outstretched, trembling hand. “Why didn’t you say you had one?” 
 
    “Didn’t ask, did you?” 
 
    Dana thanked him more rudely than she meant and stormed off down the hall toward the front of the house. She pushed the transmit button. “Kathy, can you hear me? It’s Dana.” 
 
    “All stations this net, no names,” growled a deep voice. 
 
    Dana cursed, and all but threw the radio against the wall. “How am I supposed to know her call sign?” she said into the radio, her voice strained. 
 
    “No names.” 
 
    Dana looked up at the ceiling as several people bumped into her, apologizing as they rushed to and fro, carrying supplies to unknown destinations. She put her hands on either side of her head to quell a mind-splitting headache that had decided to make its presence known. The storm, the kidnapping, the Druids, the hitman she’d been chasing since D.C., and the crazy old coots that now surrounded her threatened to make her scream. 
 
    “For the record,” Kathy’s voice squawked over the little radio’s speaker, “I’m Red. You’re Ness.” 
 
    Dana laughed at Kathy’s voice. She shouldered her way forward to the front door and stepped aside to let a man carrying a rifle and a heavy pack rush through and into the storm. When the door closed behind him and the storm was silenced again, she brought the radio to her lips. 
 
    “Why am I Ness?”  
 
    “You know,” Kathy said, sounding distracted, “Elliot Ness. G-Man, the Untouchables. You’re an FBI agent and all…” 
 
    “Okay,” Dana said with a grin. “What’s going on? I just talked with Cait—uh…the head of surgery…and she said you weren’t supposed to be up and about.” 
 
    “Gotta do my part. I’m Overwatch until I’m killed or they find someone better.” 
 
    Dana shivered at the harshness suddenly in Kathy’s voice. She’d switched to soldier mode. Dana took a deep breath. She would have to do the same before long, and she hated the thought. 
 
    “I need to go out there and talk with the refugees.” 
 
    After a moment, Kathy replied, “I know. I was briefed. I’ll have your back if things go sideways. The storm’s letting up enough that I can see the entrance. Just don’t stand on the far side of the security shack, okay?” 
 
    “Agent Sinclair?” asked General Deckert, suddenly behind her. 
 
    Dana turned and lowered the radio. “Sir?” 
 
    “It’s time. We’re picking up reports now that the lead elements of the refugee caravan are approaching the gate.” 
 
    She nodded. “I’m on my way.” 
 
    He handed her a face mask, gloves, and a pair of swimming goggles. “It’s still nasty out—better than it was before, but that ain’t saying much.” He nodded to a pair of men with rifles. “This here’s Kevin Fisher and Brian Owen. They’re headed to the entrance to reinforce our men there—they’ll provide you with an escort to the gate.” 
 
    She took the gear and put on the goggles, then tucked her ponytail out of the way as far as possible. “Thanks.” Once the mask and gloves were donned, Dana opened the front door, and followed by two old men with rifles and sand gear, made for the entrance to Valley Village. 
 
    She didn’t have long to ponder what she’d say—it was only a few blocks to the entrance—and by the time she arrived at the ruined gate, the place had become crowded. Militiamen covered both sides of the street, partially hidden behind crumbled walls and a burned-out sedan. The remains of the guard shack sat square in the road, charred and black, still putting out a little smoke that vanished into the swirling, stinging dust. 
 
    Little sparkles of blue electricity crawled and spread across metal surfaces. Dana stood transfixed by the glowing tendrils of static electricity. 
 
    “Don’t let them touch you,” one of her escorts said. “Blew Carl Dimsen’s pacemaker clear out of his chest.” 
 
    Dana worked her tongue in her very dry mouth. “I’ll try to avoid it. Thanks for the warning.” 
 
    “Just doing my part, ma’am,” the old soldier said before he vanished like a phantom into the storm. Just like that, Dana was alone. 
 
    Dana moved toward the guard shack and remembered Kathy’s admonition, then turned and looked back the way she’d come. The Wrights’ house was just a shadow of an outline at the edge of her sight. She had no idea if Kathy could see her or not, so she waved. 
 
    “Hi,” Kathy said over the radio. “You got incoming, 11 o’clock.” 
 
    Dana grinned. “Here goes nothing.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Kathy replied. “Stay frosty. Overwatch out.” 
 
    Dana tucked the radio into her suit jacket and walked forward through the storm to the ruined, twisted gate that no longer blocked anyone from entering the age-restricted community. Out in the street, emerging through the dust clouds, a single figure appeared. Just the dark silhouette of a person—a man, by the way he moved—then another, and another. They were all about the same height. A group of men. Dana frowned. Where were the women and children, the frightened civilians? 
 
    The first man staggered closer, one arm up to block the wind. “Hello?” he yelled, peering into the storm at her. 
 
    Dana held her ground in the middle of the road. “Hello!” she yelled back. “You’ve reached the Valley Village Retirement Community. Where are you from?” 
 
    “Thank God!” someone said in the storm. Several men rushed forward. As they emerged from the murk, she saw only half wore protective gear of any kind. Most had simple scarves or towels wrapped around their heads. A few had sunglasses affixed with masking tape—or duct tape in one case—to their faces to keep the dust out of their eyes. 
 
    The first man forward, a well-built man under a layer of long-sleeved denim and a red bandana covering his face, stopped about a dozen feet from her and held his hand up to protect his eyes from the dying wind. 
 
    “Come from Santa Fe,” he said in a gravelly smoker’s voice. “All the shooting and looting drove us out.” He turned around and gestured up the street. “The rest of us are back there. I’m sure we lost a lot of people in the storm.” 
 
    “Better than being gunned down in the streets,” another man said, standing next to the first. “They got shelter in here?” he asked, peering over Dana’s shoulder into the gloom. 
 
    “Yes,” Dana said to him and tried to smile, though the gesture was useless behind her mask. “Yes, we have shelter and some supplies to share. But I have to warn you that things aren’t easy here. We’re willing to let you in—” 
 
    “Let us in?” the first man said in a dangerous tone. “How you gonna stop us, lady? By what right?” 
 
    “My name is Dana Sinclair, and I’m an FBI agent,” she said, pulling her coat back and unclipping her badge from its place over her hip. She held the shiny metal up for the men to inspect. “This community—” 
 
    “Why are you here?” asked a third voice.  
 
    “They’re sitting on a mountain of supplies, that’s why,” muttered a voice in the dust. 
 
    The leader nodded. “Yeah, probably. That badge don’t mean squat to me, honey,” he said to her with a snarl in his tone. “I’ve seen worse in the last 24 hours than you could ever do to me.” 
 
    Several more people arrived out of the storm, bent over from carrying all their worldly possessions in suitcases, trash bags, and back packs. A few crying children arrived, clutching the dirty, raw hands of their parents. Red-rimmed eyes, faces streaked with tear tracks, and dust—dust everywhere—stared at Dana as the group grew by the second. 
 
    Dana lowered her arm and took a step back. “Look, the people of this community don’t want trouble—” 
 
    “That ain’t gonna be easy, seein’ as how they’re sittin’ on a horde of supplies we could put to good use. That sign over yonder says all this,” the leaders said with a disgusted gesture at the brick and concrete walls that flanked the twisted metal gate, “is for a bunch of old people. They’re fixin’ to die anyway. Why should they get to have all the food and water?” 
 
    “Yeah!” someone shouted in the storm. 
 
    “There’s more of us—” 
 
    “Why don’t we just go in?” 
 
    “I have got to get out of this storm…what are we waiting for?” 
 
    Dana frowned. Crap.  
 
    The leader took a step forward. He looked ready to pounce, full of strength and menace. His eyes narrowed and Dana could almost see the leer under his scarf. “Way I see it, this goes down one of two ways.” 
 
    Dana tried again. “I’ve been appointed by the people of the Valley Village—” 
 
    “You let us in there,” he said, holding up one hand and ignoring her, or we come in whether you want us to or not. One way everyone stays happy, the other way…” He shrugged and spread his thick arms wide. “Well, we’ll be happy either way.” 
 
    “Please don’t do this,” Dana said as she stepped back further into the driveway. 
 
    The man loomed up in front of her, flanked by two others. He mistook her retreat for fear. Dana flipped her coat out of the way and reached behind her back. “I’m warning you to stop right there,” she said in her best voice of authority. “If you want to join this community, you need to contribute!” she yelled to the people gathering behind the men up front. More than one person stopped to listen. Several put their heads together and talked over her comments.  
 
    She pressed on. “We’ll help you, but you have to pull your own weight. We don’t have the supplies to just give away to everyone who walks up to the gate!”  
 
    “See?” the leader said, turning back to his comrades. “They do have the good stuff in here!” 
 
    “Well, let’s find out what they got!” someone yelled. 
 
    Dana drew her sidearm and held it steady. “Don’t come any closer! I’m warning you!” 
 
    “First you offer us salvation, then you threaten us with death,” the leader said. He shook his head. “Lady, why don’t you just give me that right now before you hurt yourself.” He reached behind his back and pulled out a pair of pistols.  
 
    Kathy’s voice called a warning from the radio: “Gun, gun, gun!” 
 
    Chuck barked onto the channel: "All units, weapons free!"   
 
    “Hold your fire!” Dana yelled, hoping at least some of the militiamen hidden in the debris on either side of the road were willing to be patient. 
 
    “Yeah, hold your fire,” the man said, the smile evident in his voice. He started to raise his arms akimbo and aim at Dana. 
 
    “Don’t—” she called. 
 
    The man on the leader’s left lurched forward to charge Dana, and his head erupted into a pink mist. The explosion of blood and brain matter blinded the leader, who grunted and back-pedaled into one of his supporters. A gunshot rang out, a long booming crack that echoed from the north. 
 
    “Ness, Overwatch. Target down!” 
 
    Another man appeared in slow motion, raising his weapon toward her. Dana calmly shifted her aim and squeezed the trigger, and all hell broke loose. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 35 
 
      
 
    Raven Rock Mountain Complex 
 
    3 miles east of Blue Ridge Summit, Pennsylvania 
 
      
 
    The President’s image on the big projection screen frowned. "Now, why haven't we gotten communications up with the Joint Chiefs…? We do?" the President asked to someone off-camera, eyebrows raised. "Excellent! Patch them through, please." 
 
    The screen sliced in half, and the President's image shrank to the left side. A grid box containing eight squares appeared on the right-hand side of the screen. Names, too small for Hank to read without glasses, appeared under six faces. The last two boxes were blank. The collection of serious looking men and women on the right side of the screen all showed one thing in common: disheveled, harried looks. None of them appeared like they'd been sitting in an office at work when the call went out. 
 
    Marcia Webb leaned closer to Hank. "That feed’s coming in from NORAD. The bottom three are the joint Chiefs—Army, Navy, and Air Force. The one guy on his own in the last row is the commandant of the Marines.” 
 
    Hank nodded. That's where he'd seen the man's face. He'd recently watched a documentary that dealt with the FBI's unique relationship with the Marines at Quantico. The Commandant had been interviewed several times. Hank looked away from the screen. That had only been…what, a few days ago? 
 
    "The others are just a collection of senators and the Deputy Director of Homeland Security, Max Saito.” She paused for a second and looked at Hank. "Though, I guess if he's here, that means he’s the new director of DHS. It’s a shame Brad Lawson didn’t make it—I always liked him.” 
 
    "Sir, we have NORAD online," a voice announced. 
 
    The President smiled. "Excellent. First good news we've had all day. Let me see who we’re working with here…Max! Good to see you," the President said to the new Director of Homeland Security. "We ready to kick this briefing off?" 
 
    "Yes, sir, I believe we are," said the stern looking admiral in dress whites. 
 
    “Chuck Armstrong, former SEAL. A real hard ass,” Webb whispered to Hank. 
 
    "All right, let’s get this dog and pony show on the road,” President Brandin ordered. 
 
    "Of course, Mr. President. As of right now,” Saito announced, “we are at 15% compliance of COG protocols. We have secured the directors of the FBI, the NSA, the CIA—” 
 
    “Good. When will Tom be available?” 
 
    Hank looked at Webb. “CIA Director Thomas Patel,” she whispered. 
 
    “He's coming online soon, sir—he's being transitioned. Otherwise,” Saito continued, “there’s Marcia Webb, myself, and the Joint Chiefs." 
 
    The President's face went pale. "That's it?" 
 
    Saito nodded. "I'm sorry, sir, but at this moment, that's what we've got. Secret Service tells me they have several people inbound, but they haven’t reached their secure facilities yet.” 
 
    “Do we have any other information?" 
 
    A man in a black suit burst in the main doors and spoke up from the other side of the big table across from Hank. "Sir, it’s Clay Donager. I just arrived.” Hank recognized the Director of the Secret Service from the close interactions the Service routinely had with the Bureau. “We have a lock on three of the Supreme Court justices, sir, and the Secretary of State is out of the country. We’re trying to secure her right now." 
 
    The President leaned back in his chair and rubbed his face. "I thought we were supposed to drill for this kind of thing, Clay?" 
 
    "Sir, we do—we have—and we got pretty good at it, to be honest. But we never planned on having a nationwide emergency. There’s never been anything like this in our history." 
 
    "I understand that,” the President said, looking down. “My apologies to you and your team, Clay—I’m just…tired. Please, carry on. Wait—Max, are we a hundred percent sure this is natural?" 
 
    Saito nodded, then spoke up. "Based on the information we’re getting from NSA and Langley, yes, sir. At this time, we’re confident in saying the power grid failure was not the result of any foreign actor or state. Although I have a feeling Secretary of State Martinez is right now running in circles trying to handle communication requests from our allies.” 
 
    "We haven't gotten a secure comms link set up with her yet?" asked the President. 
 
    "At this time, sir, no we have not," Marcia Webb called out. "We're working on it, but we're going to have to patch through NORAD as we speak." 
 
    "Good, I can't stand the thought that we've got people scattered all over the planet that don't even know what's happened yet." 
 
    Saito cleared his throat. "Sir, at this point, I'm willing to bet everyone knows what's happened. I’ll hand over to the Chairman." 
 
    The box around the face of the chairman of the Joint Chiefs highlighted to indicate he was speaking. "At this point, sir, our forces—both domestic and deployed overseas—are at a full state of DefCon One. We are locked and loaded — I don't think anyone wants to test our trigger finger at the moment. That should buy us some time to sort things out, but I have to—” 
 
    "I'm sorry, Chuck,” the President interjected, “but I think you know what we have to do." 
 
    "Sir,” the gruff admiral said, “I strongly advise you against pulling our forces home on short notice like this." 
 
    The President's face darkened. "And what exactly would you have me do? Just leave our people all over the globe as if nothing had happened? We’re going through an actual meltdown of our entire society, Chuck. We need to make sure that this country is protected—I want all of our available forces pulled out, without upsetting the stability of any regions around the world. I'm sure everyone will understand."  
 
    Admiral Armstrong looked down. "It's not a matter of understanding, Mr. President. I'm sure China and Russia will understand exactly what happens when the seventh fleet sails back to the mainland. There is no wiggle room here. We've already pulled down most of our standing forces around the planet. I believe that was one of your campaign promises, sir, and we excelled at it. And we maintain the peace.” The admiral shook his head. “But we cannot pull back anymore without destabilizing regions. Specifically in the South China Sea—Seventh Fleet moves anything, we can pretty much kiss Taiwan goodbye." 
 
    The President was silent for a moment. "I'm not sure I'm ready to let China have Taiwan." 
 
    "Nor is the rest of the free world, sir. If we vacate, then Australia, Japan, and NATO will be the only counterbalance. I can't imagine China not taking advantage of that situation." 
 
    "So, what you're saying, Chuck,” the President said sadly, "is that if we pull our forces back to take care of our own people to secure our own country, the rest of the world is going to go to hell in a hand basket and eat itself alive. But if we leave our forces out there to keep humanity from devolving into World War III, our country will basically tear itself apart from the inside?" 
 
    Admiral Armstrong nodded. "That about sums it up, sir, yes. We are most definitely in a Catch-22." 
 
    Marcia Webb smacked her transmit button to break into the conversation. "Sir, we’re basically at the same level of an EMP event. It's too late to do anything for the country as a whole, so I also recommend keeping the military in their established bases around the planet. The power grid is down and it's going to take — by our estimates—at least two to three years before things come back online.” 
 
    Most of the people around the table gasped at the numbers, but Hank already knew that from his conversation with Agent Atkins on the way to Raven Rock. It was still shocking to hear, but he’d had time — at least a little time. 
 
    Webb barreled forward. "Current predictions say things stay where they're at — or get a bit worse — over the next six to twelve months. 
 
    “It’s that damn EMP Commission again…” muttered the President. “I disagreed with them then, and I disagree with them now. Reeks of scare tactics.” 
 
    “Sir,” Webb persisted. “I ran the numbers myself without reference to the Commission’s report. We could be looking at 90% casualty rates." 
 
    "Among what population?" the President asked as he adjusted his glasses and leaned into the camera. “Are you talking the elderly, the infirm…?” 
 
    "Among the American population," Webb said slowly. "Sir…I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but the grid…the entire power grid…it's gone and not coming back for years until we can get replacement heavy transformers shipped in from overseas. For starters, in the first couple months we can expect to see a massive die off of anyone in hospitals requiring specialized medical treatment or devices that rely on power.” 
 
    The President shook his head sadly. “That can’t be right.” 
 
    “We’ve run the numbers, sir,” Saito announced, “the numbers aren’t wrong.” 
 
    “Next,” Webb continued, “we expect to see a wave of casualties all across the country from people reliant on medication: diabetes patients, kidney dialysis patients, etc. The companies that make that stuff can't make anything right now. And even if they could produce, there won’t be any gas by the end of this week for trucks to deliver or planes to fly the meds where they're needed. Most hospitals do have an emergency supply of medication on hand, but…it will quickly be used up, and projections estimate that we could lose up to a million patients over the next six months alone." 
 
    The President swore. "Keep going—don't stop now, let me hear everything." 
 
    "Yes, sir," Webb said sadly. "All transportation systems have come to a stop across the entire country. Trains, trucks…airfreight…all of it requires fuel. All that fuel requires electricity. Everything has, is, or will come to a grinding halt within the next two weeks. Most urban centers around the country are already looted clean, and there won't be any resupply. The only places that will have food stores of any kind will be either farms, military bases, or the National Strategic Reserve." 
 
    "Well…we can use military rations…” the President suggested. “We’ll take them to the cities…" 
 
    Saito shook his head. "I'm sorry, Mr. President.…Marcia’s right. We simply don't have enough. We can ease the suffering of some people, but eventually it's all going to run out. I recommend that we immediately send what military assets we have inside the country to secure all private farms in the nation. It's the only way that we can ensure even a handful of us survive this coming catastrophe.” 
 
    The President was silent for a long moment. “Do you agree, Marcia?” 
 
    She nodded. “I do.” 
 
    The President sighed. “Well, I’m not going to make any decisions until I can talk to Kimberly. I want to see what the State Department thinks about how this will affect foreign relations. I know she's got contacts with our allies in Europe. There has to be something they can do. We've been the breadbasket of the world for almost a century now. I think it's high time the world starts paying us back." 
 
    "I'm sure Secretary Martinez will have her own thoughts on the matter," the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs said. "But Mr. President, a lot of the goodwill of our allies might come up short. Economics challenges and climate change have put everybody on a shoestring budget lately. We are all on the knife's edge. We just happened to be the first ones to tip off." 
 
    "You're telling me that nobody's going to help us? I'm sorry, Chuck, but I'm not sure you're qualified to answer that question so authoritatively." 
 
    Admiral Armstrong shook his head. "I'm not, sir. I'm just giving you my best sailor’s guess. But it does all tie together. Depending on what we do with our troops around the world, our allies may or may not be able to help us out. If we keep our boys in position, that frees up NATO to use some of their forces to deliver food and rescue supplies to us. If we pull our troops back, they're going to have to pick up the slack—unless we want to let China roll through Taiwan and become the world's new superpower." 
 
    The President was quiet for a long moment, so everyone else remained silent. Hank looked around the room and felt the strongest urge to drop a pin. 
 
    "Part of me is starting to wonder if that's not such a bad idea," President Brandin muttered. "Like I said, I’m not making any decisions right now without consulting the Secretary of State, but…we’re going to have to keep all options on the table to get through this one." 
 
    Webb cleared her throat. "Mr. President, sir…there’s more. Our numbers indicate that the cities are going to devolve into war zones relatively quickly. We need to work on getting any of our officials—especially the state and local officials—to evacuate the major cities. New York, Chicago, Los Angeles, etc. They're going to be untenable, sir." 
 
    Saito nodded. "We're already seeing reports that eight police departments in the major metropolitan areas are either walking off the jobs or being coerced by local administrators to secure government districts. In a few cases, they're providing shelter to the officers’ families and food, in exchange for providing security. It's a smart move, temporarily, but it's untenable if this goes on more than a few weeks." 
 
    Webb spoke up. "It will. This isn't going away anytime soon, this is just the tip of the iceberg, gentlemen." 
 
    The President nodded. "Thank you all very much. You’ve given me a lot to consider. I need to go consult with our allies now and see if I can track down the Secretary of State. Admiral,” he said to the Joint Chiefs, “I want you and the other Joint Chiefs to stay on the line and transfer over to the NORAD facility at your first available opportunity.” 
 
    "I'm already in route, Mr. President," Admiral Armstrong said. 
 
    “Good. Now, let’s hear the domestic bad news.” 
 
    Webb spoke up. “Sir, it’s bad and getting worse. We lost all comms with New York City just this morning. Los Angeles is a wasteland, and things are following the same pattern in San Diego, San Francisco, and Dallas. All the major cities in the country are in meltdown right now.” 
 
    The President rubbed his face. “My God…” 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir…but the explosion in crime is being facilitated by governors and local leaders pulling the police forces in for protection—the places where cops are still showing up for work. We’re tracking numbers close to 80% of the nation’s cops and first responders are AWOL.” 
 
    “I hardly think skipping work to take care of their own families qualifies as AWOL, Brad.” 
 
    “Of course not, Mr. President. I—” 
 
    “It’s okay. We’ll worry about semantics after we stop our cities from burning to the ground. Is there anything we can do? Have the governors called out the National Guard? Are we federalizing them?” 
 
    Saito shook his head. “I’m sorry, sir, but we’re only still in communication with a handful of units across the country. Most were activated by their regional commanders per standing executive orders from their respective governors. It’s very fluid at the moment. We should know more in the next 24-36 hours.” 
 
    The President sighed. “How many cities will suffer the fate of Los Angeles?” 
 
    Saito looked sick. “Sir, we can’t know for sure, but we’re guessing, taking into account local weather patterns and the inability to pump water for fire trucks…” 
 
    “Give me a ballpark number. Back of the napkin math here, Brad…no judgement if you’re wrong, I know this isn’t the best of circumstances.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Mr. President, we estimate we could lose up to 40% of our major metropolitan areas and surrounding suburban centers nationwide to uncontrollable fires.” 
 
    “That’s…that’s…” 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir. We are working with the governors we have managed to maintain comms with to turn the trend around and we’re seeing surprising results out of Michigan and Florida.” 
 
    “How so?” asked the President, his face eager for good news. 
 
    “From what we can gather, private citizens are banding together to help…contain…the violence and coordinate safe evacuations from the major cities.” 
 
    “Sounds like the Cajun Navy,” the President said with a smile. 
 
    “Uh, sir, this could also be militia activity,” NSA said after a quick glance at Hank. “Director Bellasconi is still getting up to speed—I can coordinate with his office to get you more concrete intel.” 
 
    “Thank you, Marcia. Hank, I’m sorry to drop this in your lap—” 
 
    Hank sat up straighter. “Not at all, Mr. President. Give me an hour and I’ll have a full briefing ready for you.” 
 
    The President smiled. “Despite everything thrown at you…thank you.” The President opened his mouth, then turned to the side to listen to someone off camera. “I’m sorry, folks, I’m getting word there’s an urgent phone call from the Russian President for me. Let’s reconvene at 11:00 Eastern. Godspeed, and good luck, everyone. Do your best and for the Cabinet, we’ll have a more official meeting at the earliest opportunity. Stay in touch.” 
 
    The President’s half of the screen went dark, then the Joint Chiefs disappeared, and a No Signal box of text crossed the screen. The projector shut off, the lights returned, and the big screen raised up into the ceiling again. NSA turned to Hank. "Well, that was fun." 
 
    "Thank you for covering for me,” Hank said. “I found the briefings I need,” he said, holding up the glowing iPad, “but I’ll need some time to review this.” 
 
    "No worries," she said with a sad smile. "I’ll have the Cliff Notes version sent to you. You get a chance to read the rest of your packet yet?" 
 
    Hank patted the thick envelope in his lap. "Uh…no, not yet—I just got here about an hour ago." 
 
    She gave him another look. "Just got here? I've been here since the beginning. When did you get the call?" 
 
    Hank looked at his watch and sighed. It was broken, damaged during his evacuation. "Uh…I honestly don’t know, about six hours ago?" 
 
    She whistled softly as the other members of the executive team filed out of the room, murmuring softly to each other. "Where were you?" 
 
    "I was on the streets in Washington. I left just before the official evacuation was announced and got stuck in traffic on the Inner Loop. I actually walked away from my car and found myself downtown again an hour later. There must be three million people in the streets right now." 
 
    She gathered her papers and stood. "Well, it's a miracle you survived all that. I'm glad you're here—we’re going to need all the help we can find to dig our way out of this one." She said her goodbyes and left, followed by three aids that materialized from the shadows.  
 
    Hank was the last one left at the table. Corporal Lowe stepped into the conference room. "Sir? Is everything all right, sir?" 
 
    Hank glanced up at the young soldier. "You…mentioned something earlier about getting food?" 
 
    "Yes, sir, there's a fully staffed cafeteria in the building. I can take you there." He glanced at his watch. “Shift change in thirty minutes, so we’ll get the good stuff before it’s gone,” he added with a sly smile. 
 
    "They have anything to drink?" Hank asked as he hauled himself to his feet. 
 
    "Of course sir,” Corporal Lowe replied. “They've got a whole range of bottled water, juices, sodas—” 
 
    Hank hefted his iPad and the thick packet of emergency procedure papers and looked the corporal dead in the eye. "I’ll need something a lot stronger than water." 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 36 
 
      
 
    Village Defense Force Headquarters 
 
    Valley Village Retirement Community 
 
    Santa Fe, New Mexico 
 
      
 
    Becca stood with her hands at her side, tapping a mindless rhythm on the side of her leg. People rushed all around her. Orders shouted, requests called, and in one corner of the kitchen, a man cried. She didn't know if he was injured or not, but it was unsettling just the same. The entire headquarters was stirred up. Everyone had a job to do. Everyone had a place to be. 
 
    Except her. 
 
    Rondell had ordered her to stay behind—the team setting up the Rec Center was making excellent progress, but he thought it was still too dangerous for her to go outside. The storm wasn't quite over yet…  
 
    That didn't matter to Becca. She just wanted to be useful. 
 
    "Dear, come over here and help me," her grandmother, Gladys, said. She was packing a box with the last of the first aid supplies. "There's some canned goods still in the pantry over there," she said as she pointed. "Will you grab those and put them in this box? We'll take the last of everything with us." 
 
    "You mean you'll take the last of everything," Becca said as she solemnly grabbed two cans of beans and a can of corn. 
 
    Her grandmother paused and looked at her with a weary expression. "Really Rebecca, I thought you were older than this. You know how dangerous it is outside." 
 
    "Yeah, Nana. I know. I was shot at out there, and I was on the roof across the street, remember? I knocked somebody off the roof. He never got up." 
 
    Gladys closed her eyes. "I will forever blame myself for allowing you to go out there. You should never have been there in the first place." 
 
    "But I have—and now that I know what it's like out there, I can actually help. Instead, I'm trapped inside…packing boxes." 
 
    "Soon enough, if things continue to go the way they're going, there’ll be plenty of things for you to do. We’ll have injured people—” 
 
    "I don't want to be a nurse!" Becca snapped. She tossed the last of the cans into the box of bandages. "I was helping, really helping, with Mr. Wright in the radio room. But now it's all been packed up—” 
 
    "And soon enough, they'll have the radio room set up at the Rec Center. Then I'm sure once everybody's over there, you'll be put back to work. But until then, I need you to stay here, where I know you're safe." 
 
    "How come Riley gets to go out there? He even gets to carry a gun!" 
 
    "Riley is your older brother, he's—” 
 
    "He's only five years older than me! It's because he's a boy, and he's big! Just admit it! I'm useless because I'm just a small girl!" 
 
    "Rebecca Evelyn Stagg!" Gladys said as she slapped the counter with an open palm. "This is not who you are. Now snap out of it—I don't have time to babysit you while you have your little tantrums." 
 
    "But—” Becca started. 
 
    "No buts," Gladys said, exasperated. "Fine. If you want to be useful, then go track down the woman that FBI Agent brought in. Kathy…I forget her name," Gladys said with a casual wave of her hand. "The one with the auburn hair that was unconscious." 
 
    "Mom's friend?" Becca said quietly. 
 
    "From what I understand, they weren't exactly friends, but they were at the same conference together. It doesn't matter," Gladys said with a sigh. "Caitlyn and I expressly forbade her from leaving—she’s still seriously injured and needs rest. She got up and walked out of here in all this chaos. If you want to be useful, go find her and bring her back. I'm sure she’s somewhere in the house. Tell her she needs to come back here right away." She looked at Becca. "Can you do that? Or is that task not worthy of your abilities?" 
 
    Becca looked down at the handful of cans left in the pantry and up at her grandmother. "No, it's fine. I'll do it. I'll be right back." 
 
    "You just remember to stay inside the house, young lady!" Gladys called as Becca raced from the kitchen/infirmary. 
 
    Becca stepped out into the hallway and ran right into a man carrying a crate of ammunition. He cursed, dropped one box of shotgun shells and slammed into the wall on the other side. Becca dropped to her hands and knees and quickly gathered up the shells. "I'm so sorry!" 
 
    "What's a kid doing running around here in the hallway?" the man grumbled. 
 
    "That's Gladys’ granddaughter. She's helping in the infirmary," a woman said as she passed by, stepping around the traffic jam. 
 
    The man at least had the dignity to look embarrassed when Becca stood and handed him the pile of shotgun shells repacked in the box. "I'm really sorry," she said as she handed it to them. 
 
    "Just try to stay out of the way, okay? We got some bad stuff about to happen." 
 
    He left in a huff, and Becca was alone in the hallway for a moment. "So everybody keeps telling me." 
 
    A man walked by carrying a clipboard, rapidly flipping through the pages. She stepped in front of him. "Excuse me, have you seen Kathy Powell?" 
 
    The man stopped, looked up and then turned around. "Were you talking to me?" 
 
    "Yes, sir. I'm looking for—” 
 
    "Is that the FBI agent?" 
 
    "No, she's—” 
 
    "I don't know who she is. Sorry, kid." He turned and walked away. 
 
    Grinding her teeth, Becca clenched her fists and stormed down the hallway toward the middle of the house. If she thought the kitchen had been busy, the living room looked like a war zone.  
 
    Scattered papers and empty boxes littered the floor, several people sat in chairs talking on handheld radios, and others lined the walls, taking down maps and charts and notices. Everyone was stuffing papers and documents and other bags, packing up furniture, and taking whatever wasn't nailed down.  
 
    “Has anybody seen Kathy Powell?" Becca called out. 
 
    Nobody hardly noticed she was there. A few people turned and glanced in her direction, but all she got for an answer was shaking heads. 
 
    Becca ventured further into the room, then tripped over a pile of papers, scattering them everywhere and landing on her hands and knees. 
 
    "Be careful!" an old man shouted as he snapped up the papers. "What are you doing in here, anyway?" 
 
    "She should be back at the infirmary," a woman said as she carried a handful of towels past the entrance. "Come along, Rebecca. Your grandmother will be worried." 
 
    "Get this kid out here!" another man said. 
 
    Red-faced and furious, Becca jumped to her feet and shoved past one of the men in the doorway. He dropped the box he carried, causing a string of curses and more shouts behind her, but Becca didn't care. The woman with the towels, made to step in front of her and direct her toward the kitchen, but Becca faked to the right, then spun to the left and zipped past her, disappearing into the press of people down the hallway toward the front of the house. 
 
    "You wait till your grandmother hears about this!" the woman called, but her voice was soon lost in the din of a dozen conversations. 
 
    The lighting at the front of the house was rather dim—most of the battery-operated candles had been set up in the infirmary and the living room, where General Deckert had made his command center—but there were more armed men up front. The front parlor had been turned into a staging area while everyone was in lockdown for the storm.  
 
    Boxes and crates of ammunition and weapons lined the walls, and men in tactical gear move back and forth carrying heavy loads. Every time the front door opened, a blast of sand and hot air rushed inside, and people scattered to cover papers that fluttered in the breeze. Then the door slammed shut and everything grew quiet again. 
 
    "Kathy Powell,” Becca called, breathless, as she skidded to a stop into the in the front parlor. “I'm looking for Kathy Powell!" 
 
    “The one from Arizona?" one of the men asked as he closed the lid on a weapons crate. He slapped the top, and two more lifted it and carried it smoothly toward the front door. He turned and rested his hands on the front of his tactical vest. "Yeah, I saw her. She came in a little while ago looking for a long gun." 
 
    Becca's face lit up. "You saw her? Which way did she go? Is she still in the house?" 
 
    "I don't know. Honestly, once she told me she served in the army, I didn't have a problem giving her one of our hunting rifles. She's only got a handful of rounds, but she looked pretty determined." 
 
    "Which way did she go?" Becca asked. 
 
    "Uh…I think she went that way," he said as he pointed across the hall toward the other front room. 
 
    "Thanks!" Becca skipped across the foyer, danced between several people carrying heavy crates, and managed not to trip on anything or disrupt the flow of traffic. Several angry looks later, she emerged into the formal parlor.  
 
    General Deckert himself was in the corner, having a quiet conversation with a big man wearing a gold chain around his neck. Both men glanced at her for the briefest of seconds, then turned back to their conversation. Several other men hovered nearby, with handheld radios constantly squawking about troop movements and ammunition levels. Then she turned and found a woman in the corner. 
 
    "Excuse me, ma'am—do you happen to know where Kathy Powell went? She has auburn hair, older than me, about this tall…?” she asked as she raised her hand over her head. "She came in here with a rifle a little while ago?" 
 
    The old lady, who looked like a kind grandmother, frowned in thought, then her face relaxed and she smiled. "Oh, her. Yeah, the newcomer—she came in with that FBI agent, right?" 
 
    "Right!" Becca said, almost clapping with relief. 
 
    "Last I heard, she was headed up top. She's going up on the roof to act as a sniper or something…" 
 
    Becca smiled. "Awesome, thank you!" 
 
    "Wait a minute, you're not going outside, are you? You know what you're doing?" 
 
    "Don't worry about me. I know exactly where I'm going!" Becca yelled over her shoulder as she headed for the front door. 
 
    Becca found Kathy exactly where the woman had suggested. She was in the original outpost on top of the house. The storm had slackened enough that Becca didn't even notice the sand stinging her face and hands until she climbed inside the sandbag enclosure and Kathy Powell turned to face her.  
 
    The older woman frowned. "What are you doing here?" 
 
    "I came up here because I was sent to find you. You're not supposed to be leaving the infirmary yet. My grandmother says you're still pretty injured." 
 
    Kathy snorted. "I am, but that doesn't change the fact that somebody's gotta look out for Dana." 
 
    "Dana?" Becca said as she settled in next to the woman with the rifle. 
 
    "Agent Sinclair. The FBI lady? The one who's been chasing me and your mother halfway across the country? She's out there right now," Kathy said as she nodded south into the dust storm. "She's at the main gate, getting ready to talk with the first batch of refugees headed out of Santa Fe." 
 
    "They’re really coming here?" Becca breathed. It was just like she’d heard on the radio. Everything that Rondell had been worried about was coming to pass. For the first time, the icy grip of fear squeezed her heart. 
 
    "What are you going to do?" 
 
    Kathy glanced at her out of the corner of her eye. “Well, I'm gonna take this rifle here, rest it up on the ledge, and if anybody does anything fishy, I suppose I’ll use it to protect Agent Sinclair." 
 
    "How do you know if they're doing anything fishy?" Becca asked. She fingered the pair of binoculars perched against the wall. "Hey, I was using these when I was across the street in the other outpost." 
 
    "You were over there?" Kathy asked as she pointed toward the second outpost on the rooftop across the street. 
 
    "Yeah, my call sign was Eagle Eyes." 
 
    Kathy snorted. "Nice. Well, Eagle Eyes, I guess you're here to take me back to the sick bay, huh?" 
 
    Becca frowned. "I was kind of hoping you wouldn’t want to go." 
 
    Kathy watched her carefully. "Why, you think you can take me in a fight?" 
 
    Becca laughed. She liked Kathy. "No, I just didn't want to go back." 
 
    Kathy leaned in close to her. "Me neither," she whispered. 
 
    Becca couldn't help but giggle. "So, what are we gonna do?" 
 
    "Well," Kathy said as she settled behind the rifle and aimed out into the storm. "I'm probably going to shoot somebody…maybe. I hope not. I don't know what you're going to do." She cursed and cleaned the dusty objective on the riflescope. 
 
    "Hey, I could use these binoculars, here—I can help you." 
 
    "You ever been a spotter for a sniper?" Kathy asked. 
 
    "You ever been a sniper?" 
 
    Kathy snorted again. "You're all right, kid.” She exhaled. “Tell you what—keep your eyes peeled and watch the main gate. I can hardly see anything. The dust is letting up, but the storm hasn't gone yet. I'm kinda nervous that I won't be able to provide cover for Dana." 
 
    "Oh, yeah, it's pretty bad," Becca said as she put the binoculars to her eyes. "But I can still see. Is that…is that the gatehouse? That big piece of charred rubble or something—whatever that is in the middle of the road?" 
 
    "Yup," Kathy said, not taking her eyes off the scope. 
 
    "Okay…hey! I see Agent Sinclair! She's right there." 
 
    "Yup…I got her." 
 
    Becca scanned left and right. "I can see a few of our guys hiding on either side of the road…but…wait a minute, there's a big group of people out on the road." 
 
    "I don't see anything…" 
 
    Becca frowned. "Well, it looks like a couple of them are walking forward. Agent Sinclair is moving out to meet them." 
 
    Becca watched the FBI agent move toward the guard shack. She turned and looked back the way she’d come and waved. “Agent Sinclair is waving at us, I think,” Becca reported. 
 
    Kathy plucked a handheld radio from the ground and put it to her lips. “Hi,” she said. “You got incoming, 11 o’clock.” 
 
    The FBI agent turned and replied: “Here goes nothing.” 
 
    Kathy nodded. “Roger that. Stay frosty. Overwatch out.” 
 
    "Wait a minute…” Becca said, adjusting the binoculars. “What are they doing? I think the first guy’s got a gun!" 
 
    "Gun, gun, gun!” Kathy said into the radio.  
 
    A new voice came over the radio’s speaker: "All units, weapons free!"  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 37 
 
      
 
    Sounden, Arizona 
 
      
 
    Derek clenched his teeth and struggled to keep the wheel under control. Behind him, Lisa screamed as the car slammed back into the ground and fishtailed. He heard all the gear in the back land on her with a crash. 
 
    Desperate to clear his vision, Derek blinked his eyes, but the white afterimage was still blinding. The front tires slid through the sand on the street and rubber met asphalt for a split second. Traction restored, the wheels dug deep and cut to the left. Derek grunted as the back end swung around and slammed into a parked car. Dust exploded across the windshield and cascaded down like a waterfall. 
 
    He peered into the murky soup around them and found the glowing remains of an orange-red fireball rising up over the top of the silhouetted buildings across the street. “You okay back there?” he asked over his shoulder. 
 
    “Yeah,” Lisa snapped. “Fine. Great—couldn’t be better. Best trip of my life.” 
 
    Derek smirked and watched the mushroom cloud bloom over the remnants of the gas station. “Hiram sure went out with a bang…” 
 
    A bullet plinked off the rear quarter panel of the car. Lisa slapped the back of his seat. “He’s not the only one who’ll go out with a bang if you don’t get us out of here! They’re shooting at us again!” 
 
    “Jeez, these guys don’t give up, do they?” he muttered as he spun the wheel and hit the gas again. The Subaru lurched forward, chugging into the street as more gunshots popped in the distance. 
 
    “Well, Hiram may have killed their boss and who knows how many of them when that gas station blew up…” Lisa remarked. “They’re probably a little upset at the moment.” 
 
    Derek frowned. “Especially if there’s a family connection.” The road ahead was blocked by an accident. Several people milled about, barely visible as shadows with flashlights in the gloom. “Hang on!” he yelled as he spun the wheel. “They’re trying to box us in!” 
 
    Lisa didn’t have time to yell before she—and everything in the back seat—was pulled to the far side of the vehicle. Derek tore through the last intersection before the roadblock and roared down a side street. Another gunshot rang out as the men manning the roadblock fired at them. 
 
    “They’ve got this town locked down! That was the road out of here!” 
 
    “Wonderful!” Lisa complained from the footwell. A dirty hand clamped onto the corner of his seat and Lisa pulled herself up. “What are we going to do?” 
 
    “I don’t know! We have to keep moving though—if we stop, they’ll find us.” 
 
    “What about the gas tank?” Lisa asked as he swerved around an abandoned car in the street and hit the brakes. The car slid—slightly sideways through the next intersection. 
 
    “No time,” Derek said, already spinning the wheel to the left. He wanted to make it as hard as possible for the wannabe cops to find them in the storm. Instead of making long, straight runs, he was going to disappear into the maze of Sounden’s back streets. 
 
    “What in the world are you doing? Stop turning so much!” Lisa moaned. “I think I’m going to be sick…” 
 
    “Sorry,” Derek called over the noise of the engine, the tires, and the wind outside. “I figure they’re expecting us to run in a straight line as far as we can to put distance between us and them, right?” 
 
    “That’s what I want to do!” 
 
    Derek nodded. “Exactly—so they’re not expecting us to act like a rabbit and zig-zag.” 
 
    “You’re going to get us lost!” 
 
    Derek grunted. “Maybe. Probably not. But it’s buying us time. We need to get off the street so I can check the gas tank like Hiram wanted…” 
 
    “What’s that?” Lisa asked as they approached a large building off to the right. “Fire station,” Derek muttered as they passed a big sign out front. He glanced at Lisa. 
 
    “Nope,” they said in unison. 
 
    “What else?” Lisa asked, squinting into the gloom out the cracked windshield. “I don’t see anything but houses…” 
 
    “A lot of these look like they were damaged in a fire…” Derek observed as they slowed down and crept through the north side of town.  
 
    “What happened here since the first storm?” 
 
    “From what I gather,” Derek muttered as he slowed to look, “after the first storm, Willis’ friends showed up and raised Cain, then the power went out and some fires got out of control…this doesn’t look good at all…” 
 
    “Wait,” Lisa said after a moment. “What’s that over there, on the left?” 
 
    Derek slowed and squinted through his window and the fine dust that hung in the air. “I think it’s a car wash.” 
 
    “We can pull in there, can’t we?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Derek said, already turning the wheel and checking the mirrors. “I don’t see anyone back there, no lights or anything—maybe we can pull into the automatic carwash bay and close the door behind us?” 
 
    Lisa slapped the passenger seat. “That might work—we can hide!” 
 
    Derek pulled them up to the big garage door attached to the car wash. “Well…it looks like it was damaged in the fire, too.” 
 
    “Good,” Lisa said. “Finally, some luck went our way. Maybe they’ll pass us by if they come this way?” she added, watching him. 
 
    Derek nodded. “It’s our best shot. If nothing else, we can get out of the storm, check the tank, and figure out our next move so we can run as soon as it’s possible…” 
 
    “Let’s do it.” 
 
    Derek pulled down his goggles and pulled up his mask from where it dangled on his neck. “Okay. Sit tight, I’ll get the door.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 38 
 
      
 
    Main Entrance 
 
    Valley Village Retirement Community 
 
    Santa Fe, New Mexico 
 
      
 
    Bullets rang out and whistled through the air as Dana scrambled back away from the charging men. Another man fell in front of her in a spray of red and a scream of agony. Rifles crackled all around her, lighting up in the storm, briefly illuminating shooters to the left and right of the roadway. 
 
    "No!" Dana screamed as she raised her pistol and tried to ward off another attacker. She saw by the look on the man's face that it was too late for talking and negotiations. He snarled and raised a weapon toward her, his eyes bloodshot in the storm. 
 
    Dana’s training kicked in. She squeezed the trigger twice, scoring two center-mass hits. The man staggered forward, dropped his gun in a gust of wind, and toppled sideways.  
 
    She stared at the twitching body, the latest in her tally since the storm hit. In her half-dozen years with the FBI, she'd never fired her weapon in the field, and yet in the span of 24 hours, she killed several people. 
 
    Dana screamed in frustration, an impotent gesture in the face of the storm. Across the street, panicked civilians scrambled to get away from the entrance of the neighborhood, only to run headlong into the main wave of refugees heading south from Santa Fe.  
 
    A tangled knot of people screamed and fought in the street. Some wanted to charge forward and attack along with the leading edge of the aggressors, but most appeared to want safety above all else. The net result was confusion in the streets and the mob of refugees went nowhere. 
 
    Dana stood, retreated around the far side of what was left of the security shack, then ducked as a bullet impacted the charred wood above her head. She dropped to one knee, wiped dust from the goggles over her eyes and held her weapon out, ready to fire if a target presented itself. Shadows moved back and forth through the storm, some dropping and falling as they were shot, others colliding with people and running for cover. 
 
    Behind her, she glanced over her shoulder and spotted several bodies on the sides of the roads. The attackers were completely caught off guard, but the militia was paying a price for defending their homes. 
 
    Dana looked up in time to see a large man scramble across the roadway, heading for a knot of militiamen all facing different directions. None of them had seen the man rushing across the street toward their position. Dana lined up her sights and fired on instinct. 
 
    Her three quick shots caught the man in the hip and side, but the third shot went wide. He dropped to his knees and let out a ragged scream, which drew the attention of one of the militiamen. Alerted at last to the imminent danger, the older men let loose a salvo of their own from AR-15s and stitched the attacker from waist to chin. The big man fell over in the street face down and lay still. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    HQ Sniper Nest 
 
      
 
    Kathy’s rifle bucked and Becca screamed as her ears split with the sound of the gunshot. When she’d recovered enough to put the binoculars back to her eyes, the man who’d threatened Dana lay on the ground. 
 
    "Give me another target!" Kathy yelled. 
 
    With shaking hands, Becca complied. "There's two more…right behind the first guy. One of them's moving straight at agent Sinclair, the other one is falling back." 
 
    "Roger that, sending." Kathy cycled the bolt, ejected the big casing from her first shot, and fired again.  
 
    "Missed!" Becca yelled. 
 
    Kathy cursed, cycled the bolt action again, and took aim. "Firing!" She pulled the trigger, and the rifle kicked again. Becca's ears were still ringing, but she was quickly getting used to the noise.  
 
    "That got him!" she yelled. "I still see the last guy. He's trying to circle around the far side of the guard shack." 
 
    "I see him, I see him!" Kathy said as she cycled the bolt action and prepared for another shot. 
 
    "There's more people coming in!" Becca warned. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Main Entrance 
 
      
 
    Dana grunted under what felt like the impact of a baseball bat on her shoulder. She hissed in pain and felt fire explode in her shoulder. Her arm, suddenly heavy and useless, dropped to her side—along with the firearm in her hand. Scrambling to grab the weapon with her left hand, Dana looked up in time to see one of the dwindling number of attackers charging her, with a crowbar. Seeing her fumbling with her weapon, he grinned, raised the lump of iron over his head and prepared to drive it straight down on top of hers. 
 
    A red blossom emerged on his chest with a spray of crimson. His eyes bulged in surprise, his jaw hung slack, and the crowbar fell from his hands as he tumbled over backward. Dana looked around to find her savior, but it could have been anyone in the chaotic fight. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    HQ Sniper Nest 
 
      
 
    The rest of the militia opened up, and the battle erupted before Becca's eyes. Men fell on both sides, muzzle flashes flared, briefly eliminating people in the storm, and bullets flew. Through it all, she kept her attention on Agent Sinclair, who fell on her back in the original volley, and scrambled behind the guard shack, seeking safety. 
 
    In less than a minute, it was over. The screaming began, but as far away as the action was, it sounded more like a murmur. Becca lowered her glasses as the first of the unarmed refugees cautiously turned and came back toward the gate. They stepped over and around the bodies of the fallen attackers and crept forward. Her hands shaking, her breath coming in ragged pants, Becca turned and looked at Kathy, whose face was flushed and her eyes wide. 
 
    "Not bad kid," Kathy said and rested the rifle against the wall. "I'm out of ammo, so we may as well go back downstairs and see what happened." 
 
    "Was that…?" 
 
    "Your first firefight, huh?" Kathy asked as they shared a bottle of water. 
 
    Becca's hands shook so much she got more water on her face and neck than in her throat. "Yeah," she breathed. 
 
    Kathy stared at her for a long moment and looked away. "Unfortunately, I don't think it's going to be your last."  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Main Entrance 
 
      
 
    Dana got to her feet and took a look at her shoulder. Blood ran freely from the open wound. When she tried to lift her arm, the pain was too intense, and she almost dropped back to her knees. One of the militiamen across the street rushed over and helped her to her feet. "Come on, let's get you back across the road," he said as he shielded her from the mass of humanity writhing in the street. 
 
    The gunshots died down. The storm continued to rage, and Dana realized it was over. She stopped in the middle of the street and gently stepped away from the old soldier. She took a good look around and spotted several men she’d met recently laying on the ground in pools of their own blood.  
 
    Intermingled with the defenders, at least a dozen attackers lay sprawled in the grip of death or beginning their journey to the other side, bodies still twitching and refusing to give up the last tenuous grasp on life. She staggered forward through the winds and dust, then regained her balance and tried her best to ignore the pain from her shoulder.  
 
    Dana moved forward, around and over the bodies in the streets, and only slipped once on spent shell casings mixed with the slippery, sliding sands that covered the roads. When she reached the main entrance, where she’d been moments earlier, she stopped.  
 
    "It's over!" she yelled into the storm. After a long moment, most of the people in the street halted their panicked flight, stopped struggling against each other to escape, and turned in her direction. Several parents with small children stood where they’d been protecting their offspring with their own bodies. More than one didn't rise.  
 
    The collateral damage from the brief but violent fight at the entrance to the Valley Village Retirement Community would be devastating to the refugees, and Dana's heart already ached for the senseless suffering inflicted by a handful of panicked men. She shook her head.  
 
    "It's over," she said again. She raised her left hand, still holding her pistol, into the air and made a show of slowly lowering, then holstering her sidearm. Her hand raised once more, stained with blood, but empty. "It's over,” she repeated, exhausted. 
 
    A knot of terrified, unarmed refugees gathered across the street, hunched over in the dwindling storm, and eventually a woman moved forward. She was little older than Dana, with streaks of gray in her hair, but still had retained the energy and vitality of a woman in her 40s. She stepped forward, her lower face wrapped in a bandanna, with no protection over her eyes. They were kind, soft and brown, but bloodshot from the sand. Laugh lines around her eyes gave Dana the impression of someone who smiled a lot, but there was no cause to smile yet. 
 
    "You're an FBI agent?" the woman asked in a flat voice. 
 
    Dana winced as a wave of pain raced through her injured arm. She clapped her left hand over the shoulder and suppressed a groan. Blood made her fingers slick, and she gritted her teeth. "I am.” She swallowed the pain. “My name’s Dana Sinclair." 
 
    "I'd shake your hand, Agent Sinclair, but I think you need medical attention." 
 
    "So do a lot of people," Dana said, suddenly light-headed. "It didn't have to be this way. And it doesn't have to be going forward, either." 
 
    "You speak for the people here?" the woman asked as she glanced over Dana’s bleeding shoulder at the smoking ruins of the gate and the guard shack, ignoring the bodies in the streets. 
 
    "I do." Dana looked at the woman carefully. "And you speak for your group?" 
 
    "As much as can be possible, I suppose," the woman said with a sigh. "The men who attacked you…they didn't speak for us. They weren’t with us. We’re not looking for a fight, we’re seeking shelter. The fires and those awful men in Santa Fe chased us from our homes…we have many children and families…" She shook her head, her eyes beginning to tear up. "We have nowhere to go…" 
 
    Dana looked at her and tried to smile, though she knew the gesture was useless behind the mask. "I meant what I said. We will provide shelter and safety to those who wish to contribute to the greater good of the community. If you are willing to help us protect all of us, if you're willing to work, we’re willing to provide you with shelter and what food and water we have to spare." 
 
    The woman stared at Dana. A stray lock of gray-black hair pulled loose by the wind flopped into her face. She carefully pulled it up and tucked it behind one ear. "I can't speak for everybody, because I don’t know how many people are coming out of Santa Fe…but I know the group here, there are about 50 of us…we’ll follow your rules." 
 
    Dana shook her head. "They're not really rules…that implies you’re just workers or something…if you're going to stay here, if we’re all going to survive what's going on out there," Dana said as she jerked her chin toward the wider world beyond Santa Fe, "then we’re all going to have to work together. As one." 
 
    The woman nodded. "My name is Nieve Sanchez. I was a teacher before…" She shook her head. "I guess I still am a teacher…I don't know anymore. I haven't slept in two days…we have a lot of people who are injured…and we’re all tired from the storm." 
 
    Dana nodded. "Then let's get you all inside. Can you organize your people to guide them forward?" 
 
    "I can. Just give me a minute." Nieve turned and jogged back toward the people anxiously waiting in the middle the road. One of the militiamen limped forward, sporting a bloody bandage over one thigh as he approached Dana. "No more fighting?" he asked warily. 
 
    Dana shook her head. "No more fighting." The old man sighed and lowered his weapon. Dana noticed for the first time his arms shook with an uncontrolled tremor. "Good…because most of us are out of ammo. We didn't expect a full-on battle…" 
 
    Dana frowned at him. Her vision blurred for a second, and Dana blinked. She felt the old man grab her good shoulder and steady her. "Whoa there, ma'am. We need to get you back to HQ…you’ve been shot!" 
 
    Dana shook her head. "Have to oversee the refugees getting into the neighborhood.” She blinked away double vision again. “We can't have an uncontrolled flood…" 
 
    "We can handle that. I’ll radio it in.” 
 
    Dana nodded. "They've agreed to our terms…the group out there…there's at least 50 of them she said…they're coming. Nieve Sanchez is their leader." 
 
    Kathy’s voice from the HQ sniper nest squawked over the radio on Dana’s hip. "Tell Elliot Ness there she needs to get help. I can see from here that she's been shot!"  
 
    The old man laughed. He touched the radio attached to his chest rig. "Roger that, Overwatch. I'm sending her back. Nest, Beta Actual.” 
 
    "Roger that Actual, Nest copies all." 
 
    "We put down the attackers—13 hostile foot mobiles KIA. We have seven friendlies down. Incoming refugees number 50. Repeat five-oh incoming refugees. Request assistance at the gate for processing." 
 
    "Roger that, Actual. Nest copies all. Sheepdog is in route. Hold position." 
 
    "Now," he said as he turned to Dana. "I think you've done enough for one day. Let's get you back to HQ. You've earned your rest and quite possibly helped save this whole community." 
 
    Dana shook her head as she staggered down the road, leaning heavily on the old man. "I didn't save anything…I failed those men…I could've talked them down. They attacked…so much blood…" 
 
    "Those men had the look of people who've already made up their minds. They weren’t going to talk at all. Their whole plan was to attack from the beginning. I’d bet my last dollar on it.” He shook his head. “You gave us time to get into position and stopped the refugees from getting hurt. That could have easily turned into a bloodbath for both sides." 
 
    Dana nodded, too tired and weak to argue. "A bed does sound nice right about now…" 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 39 
 
      
 
    Village Defense Force Headquarters 
 
    Valley Village Retirement Community 
 
    Santa Fe, New Mexico 
 
      
 
    Riley followed the crush of militiamen, heading to the front door to gear up. The chatter was quiet, but full of anxiety with an undertone of excitement. Most of the old men who'd served in the military wore grim faces, but did their duty, nonetheless. The volunteers, many of whom had never fired a weapon in anger, looked nervous. 
 
    Riley sympathized with them. Up until the point that he had first pulled the trigger on his grandfather's M1 while trying to escape the Druids at Cassie Lavoy’s house, Riley would've been right there with them. 
 
    He turned, and an old man with an Army Veteran hat on took stock of Riley's face and gave him a determined nod. Riley returned it in silence. He’d been accepted as one of the brethren. He’d been accepted as a comrade, a brother in arms, someone who’d face the elephant in battle and come out the other side. The age difference didn't seem to matter. He was one of them. 
 
    Riley had never felt so scared, or so proud, in his life. 
 
    But the foe they were going out to defend against wasn't necessarily an enemy. Riley frowned as he picked up two magazines for his M1 and dropped them in the ammo pouch at his belt. The reports they’d been given were that the people about to storm the main gate were refugees. Driven out of their homes by fire and the dust storm in Santa Fe and herded southwest by the Druids. Riley had to assume they didn't expect or want violence. They were desperate, without hope, but not an army. 
 
    General Deckert’s words echoed through his mind as he retrieved his grandfather’s rifle from the armorer. "Desperate people will do anything to survive. We are not looking for a fight, but it may land in our lap, nonetheless." 
 
    When Riley looked up, he spotted Deckert across the room. His eyes narrowed. His grandmother, Gladys, had the general’s ear. Riley tried to push his way through the room to reach them, but the press of bodies was too much. The front door opened and a blast of sand and wind made everyone turn the other way. The first group of militiamen left with a clatter of equipment and calls for good luck. 
 
    The door closed, and the press of bodies moved forward. Riley cleared his face and looked across the room. General Deckert was alone. He saw a gap in the crowd and made his way through to the general. "Sir, I—” 
 
    "Stagg, I want you to stay behind." 
 
    Riley blinked. "Wait, what?" 
 
    "Did I stutter?" Deckard said, sharper than he’d ever spoken to Riley. 
 
    Riley instantly stiffened. "No, sir!" 
 
    "We need a detachment of troops to guard HQ while everyone else is shipped to the gate. I want you here." 
 
    An aide ran up and pulled Deckert aside. Riley was left with his own thoughts. Why? Had he done something wrong? What did his grandmother say to the general? 
 
    He opened his mouth to speak as the general turned away from the aide, but the old man's countenance shifted from the stern disciplinarian to something akin to a grandfather. He put a hand on Riley's shoulder and squeezed. "Look, son…I understand—I've been there. But remember how we've been talking about obeying orders and the importance of that military principal?" 
 
    Riley nodded but clenched his jaw. 
 
    "Some things you never fully understand. You've already sacrificed a lot for us. I don't want to waste you by sending you down to the gate to get…" The general looked around at the other men as the next wave of militiamen left the building. When the door closed and the dust settled again, he turned back to Riley. "Not only do we have to have people out in the neighborhood monitoring things, we've got to have reliable, steady troops to guard the main gate when this showdown gets going. On top of that, we've got too many valuable assets here at HQ. We have to split our forces three ways. I can't have all of my best people at the main gate." 
 
    Riley resisted the urge to smile. Deckard had implied he was part of the group labeled best. He gave a curt nod instead. 
 
    "Good. In time, hopefully, you’ll understand the gravity of the situation. But for right now, I need you to stay here and be part of the home guard. I’m counting on you to do this to the best of your ability." 
 
    Riley cleared his throat. "Yes, sir." 
 
    "Good," Deckert said as he clapped Riley on the shoulder. "To your post, then." 
 
    In a blink of an eye, Deckert was swept up with people demanding his attention. The front door opened again and several more soldiers stepped out. In a daze, Riley turned his back on the front door and the troops heading out to the gate. He forced his way through the crowd of people trying to head out and moved deeper into the Wrights’ house. 
 
    His grandmother waited for him in the command center. She was fidgeting with the apron she wore around her waist but dropped it when she saw him. Riley walked right up to her. "What did you say to him?" 
 
    Tears formed in Gladys's eyes before she spoke. "Riley…I almost lost your grandfather…I can't…your mother…your father…I can't lose you. You understand that, don’t you?" 
 
    Riley tried to answer, but the words wouldn’t come to him. His mind was blank. On some deep level, he did understand, and that understanding fought against his desire to serve, to help, to be useful. 
 
    To show off in front of Fiona. 
 
    Words couldn't express his feelings, so he stepped forward and embraced Gladys in a hug. She sobbed and sagged against him as she wrapped her thin arms around his torso and squeezed. "Oh, my sweet grandbaby…" 
 
    Riley nodded, his throat tight. "It's okay…it's okay, grandma. I understand. Besides, this way I get to protect you." He stepped back from her. 
 
    "What do you mean you get to protect me?" she asked as she wiped her face. The general promised that he wouldn't send you—” 
 
    Riley waved off her concern. "I'm with the home guard now. I've got to stay here and defend headquarters.” 
 
    The front door slammed again, and Deckert walked into the living room. "That's it folks, the last of them are out," he announced to the command-and-control center. Several people monitoring the events nodded and made notes on paper. The others bent back to their headphones and radios. The general stood in the corner, and for the first time, Riley realized he wore a pistol strapped to his side. Riley blinked, then realized everyone in the room wore pistols. 
 
    He suddenly felt out of place with the big M1 Garand over his shoulder. "Look, grandma…I need to check in with my commanding officer. Just make sure you stay inside, okay?" 
 
    Gladys scoffed. "What reason would I have for going outside in the first place? In this wretched weather? No thanks." She offered him a smile, and gently patted his cheek before turning and heading back to the infirmary. “You haven’t seen your sister, have you?” 
 
    “No,” Riley said, distracted. “I’m sure she’s around here somewhere.” 
 
    “You’re probably right. I’ll check the radio room. She was looking for Kathy Powell, but maybe she got distracted and went to check on Rondell.” 
 
    Riley took a deep breath and let it out in a slow exhale, then marched over to General Deckert. "I hate to interrupt, sir, but I'm not exactly sure where I'm supposed to report? Who's my commanding officer?" 
 
    Deckert smiled at him. "Bob Perez,” he advised. "He's out back by the porch. You should probably check in with him." 
 
    "Thank you, sir," Riley said, then turned smartly on his heels and headed for the back porch that once was the triage station. 
 
    One of the radio operators called out that a group of refugees had confronted Agent Sinclair, then he heard the report of a rifle from the roof top. He glanced up at the ceiling as the others froze or ducked. Someone had fired a hunting rifle from the sniper nest on top of the house. 
 
    The shouting started, and the alarms went out. He heard bits and snippets of conversations as several people tried talking at once to relay information to General Deckert. None of it made sense to him. 
 
    "…taking fire!" 
 
    "…two refugees on the ground!" 
 
    "Got a gun! Agent Sinclair is down!" 
 
    "Sinclair is up, she just fell! Repeat, Agent Sinclair is not down!" 
 
    The rifle on the roof barked again, loud even through the ceiling. Riley ran for the back door. He burst out onto the porch as the sandstorm began to lift, and for the first time in almost a day could see the entire backyard at a glance. His heart thudded in his chest. Bob Perez, the man he was supposed to meet, the titular head of the home guard, lay in a pool of blood halfway to the back wall. 
 
    At the top of the massive eight-foot-high wall that circled the entire neighborhood, three men crouched. One had a weapon still aimed at Bob's body. 
 
    A second man from the four-man home guard unit rushed around the corner of the house, screaming. He raised his AR-15 and fired a shot, which did little but take out a chunk of concrete below the men sitting on the wall. 
 
    One of the men dropped down and produced a gleaming knife. The one on top of the wall fired, and the second home guard stumbled and fell into the dusty backyard. 
 
    Riley dropped to one knee and swung the M1 Garand around. He lined up his sights and squeezed the trigger. The loud report of the M1 silenced the pistol that had fired and sent the shooter tumbling back over the wall in a spray of blood. 
 
    Riley’s shot got everyone's attention. People from inside the house poured out behind him, pistols out. They’d walked right into an ambush. Several more men from the other side of the wall emerged from the storm, shooting as they went.  
 
    Two residents dropped in a spray of blood right next to Riley, blocking his path. He shifted aim, found another target, and squeezed the trigger. He couldn't tell if he’d landed a hit because the cursed dust obscured his vision for a moment, but when it cleared, the man was gone.  
 
    However, there was nobody on the ground, so Riley assumed he’d missed, and shifted his aim for another target. The next man didn't fare so lucky when Riley squeezed the trigger. He arched his back, slammed into the wall, and left a bloody streak as he crumpled to the ground. 
 
    General Deckert ran by yelling orders to rally the troops, and then one final pistol shot popped. Everyone fell silent. Deckert staggered forward and collapsed. 
 
    Riley rose to his feet, a bellow of rage building in his chest. He leapt over a body on the ground, stumbled when his feet hit the slippery, sandy rocks, and raised his rifle to aim at the last invader. The man was quick—quicker than Riley—and aimed his lightweight pistol at Riley. He saw the muzzle flash and felt a hammer blow to his chest. 
 
    But not before he squeezed his trigger, and the M1 kicked. With a shot like thunder, the man who'd fired the pistol spun and fell to the ground, flinging his pistol in the air. Riley watched the pistol in slow motion as it sailed, tumbling end over end through the air. 
 
    He felt a strange disconnect. Like his consciousness floated above his body. Riley looked down and saw his left hand slick with blood. He could no longer hold the heavy rifle, and it slipped from his grasp and clattered to the ground in that same odd slow motion. Riley's vision blurred, and dark spots appeared as he turned in a circle. In less than five minutes, the Wrights’ backyard had turned into a graveyard.  
 
    He counted six bodies from the militia, including General Deckert on the ground, already being covered in dust. Closer to the wall, there were at least five invaders. Two of whom were still alive. Alive, that was, until Chuck emerged from the shadows, and put bullets in both their heads like an executioner. He rushed to Riley’s side, clapped him on his unwounded shoulder and said something that he couldn’t hear, then knelt next to Deckert.  
 
    Riley's heart skipped a beat when Chuck turned the old general over, and he offered a weak smile. Deckert was still alive. 
 
    Riley turned again in a slow circle, took one faltering step, and realized his knees weren't about to hold him up much longer. Fiona appeared in the doorway, and Riley assumed he was dreaming. He smiled, tried to raise his hand to wave, but it wouldn’t move. Riley looked down at his injured arm, noticed for the first time the blood smeared over his shoulder and down his chest, then looked up at Fiona. 
 
    Pain. A pain more intense than anything he'd ever felt in his entire life exploded from his shoulder like molten lava running through his veins. Riley opened his mouth in a silent scream and the world spun. He staggered forward and collapsed on the ground next to the general. 
 
    Then Fiona was standing over him. Fear mixed with worry crawled across her face. She dropped down and said something, but Riley shook his head, unable to comprehend. He couldn't even hear what she said. He blinked, shook his head, and the world snapped back to normal speed. 
 
    Suddenly, he heard a wall of sound—it crashed into him and overwhelmed his senses. People shouting, people crying, a woman wailing in the background, and over it all, gunshots in the distance. Crackling rifle fire popped back and forth and echoed through the wind, deceptive because the wind patterns were spreading echoes all over the place. Was the Rec Center under attack again? 
 
    "Riley! Riley, look at me!" Fiona demanded. 
 
    Riley turned his head and focused on her angelic face, framed by a dangling mass of red curls. She smiled at him and placed one soft hand against his cheek. "You did good, soldier," she said quietly. "I need to get you patched up. But I have to help with General Deckert. Are you okay for the moment?" 
 
    Riley open his mouth and croaked an answer. "Hurts…" 
 
    "Here, press this down, and don't let up," she said as she put a clean gauze to his shoulder. Riley closed his eyes and tried not to scream in pain. 
 
    "You did good, Stagg," Deckert’s weak voice said next to him. 
 
    The old man's voice instilled him with the strength needed to turn his head and open his eyes. Flecks of blood peppered Deckert’s face, but he grinned through his bushy white beard. "We'll make a soldier out of you, yet." 
 
    "Sir, are you okay?" Riley managed to ask. 
 
    "I'll be fine…they just grazed my hip." He turned and looked up at Caitlyn Wright and Fiona. "Make sure this young man gets taken care of, you understand? I'll be fine, it's just another scar. But that shoulder of his doesn't look good." 
 
    “We’ll be taking care of both of you, thanks very much,” Caitlyn snapped, “and I'll be the one to decide who's worse off." She put her hands on her hips. "Okay, let's get them up—on three. One, two, three!" 
 
    Different sets of hands gripped Riley at the same time, and he had the unique sensation of floating up off the ground. He stared up at the sky, and for the first time, noticed the patch of blue through the clouds. "Beautiful…" he whispered.  
 
    Then his eyes focused on Fiona, standing at his side. She flushed. "You're just saying that because you’ve been shot…" She leaned down and gave him a kiss on the cheek as they shuffled him inside. "You can keep saying it, though," she whispered. 
 
    Riley felt an intense heat spread through his chest. He’d been shot, yes, but he would survive. He would be stronger. He’d earned the respect of his commanding officer, and lived to see the end of the second dust storm. Fiona was with him, his grandparents were safe, and his sister was… 
 
    Riley glanced left and right but didn't see Becca anywhere, even after they brought him inside the building. Where had she gone off to? It didn't matter. Becca was there somewhere. Nothing else mattered. He was ready to take on anyone and anything. He would find his mother, he would find his father. Riley had the hope and courage and power to do anything. 
 
    They put General Deckert on the kitchen table and Riley on the floor. Fiona knelt next to his head and smoothed his hair, then used a wet cloth to wipe his face. "Hang in there, we’re going to take good care of you." 
 
    Riley reached up with his good hand and took hers. He squeezed gently. "I know you will. And we’re all going to get through this. I know it." 
 
    "It's over! It's over!" someone from the living room yelled as they rushed in carrying a piece of paper for the general. "The refugees…they’ve stopped fighting. Agent Sinclair is talking with them now! I think it's over!" Every voice in the infirmary raised in a cheerful shout of joy. Everyone, except for the general. 
 
    Riley looked up and saw the general staring at the ceiling. “It’s not over,” the old warrior muttered.  
 
    Riley wasn't convinced it was really over at that moment, either. For the first time, he realized that this was just the opening stage of the action. It wasn't really over. Not yet. 
 
    “What do you mean, sir?” asked the man with the paper. The room quieted, and all eyes turned to Deckert, blood soaked and spread out on the kitchen table. 
 
    He took a deep breath and exhaled. “This is just the beginning.” 
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